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GENERAL PREFACE

The original Tyndale Commentaries aimed at providing help for the
general reader of the Bible. They concentrated on the meaning of
the text without going into scholarly technicalities. They sought to
avoid ‘the extremes of being unduly technical or unhelpfully brief ’.
Most who have used the books agree that there has been a fair meas-
ure of success in reaching that aim.

Times, however, change. A series that has served so well for so
long is perhaps not quite as relevant as it was when it was first
launched. New knowledge has come to light. The discussion of crit-
ical questions has moved on. Bible-reading habits have changed.
When the original series was commenced it could be presumed
that most readers used the Authorized Version and comments were
made accordingly, but this situation no longer obtains.

The decision to revise and update the whole series was not
reached lightly, but in the end it was thought that this is what is re-
quired in the present situation. There are new needs, and they will
be better served by new books or by a thorough updating of the old
books. The aims of the original series remain. The new commen-
taries are neither minuscule nor unduly long. They are exegetical
rather than homiletic. They do not discuss all the critical questions,
but none is written without an awareness of the problems that en-
gage the attention of New Testament scholars. Where it is felt that
formal consideration should be given to such questions, they are dis-
cussed in the Introduction and sometimes in Additional notes.

But the main thrust of these commentaries in not critical. These
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books are written to help the non-technical reader understand his
Bible better. They do not presume a knowledge of Greek, and all
Greek words discussed are transliterated; but the authors have
the Greek text before them and their comments are made on the
basis of the originals. The authors are free to choose their own
modern translation, but are asked to bear in mind the variety of
translations in current use.

The new series of Tyndale Commentaries goes forth, as the for-
mer series did, in the hope that God will graciously use these books
to help the general reader to understand as fully and clearly as pos-
sible the meaning of the New Testament.

Leon Morris



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I would like to offer my thanks:
To my students and other friends, who for many years have badg-

ered me to know when the commentary would be finished. I hope
they will not be disappointed.

To the authorities of Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, Nigeria, of
Tyndale House, Cambridge, and of the London Bible College, in
whose employment, successively, I have found the opportunity and
the encouragement to complete what at times has seemed an end-
less task.

To Ann Bradshaw, Brenda Fireman and Mary Griffin, who turned
my much-corrected manuscript into type.

Above all to Matthew, whom I have come to appreciate over the
last ten years as both a skilful literary artist and also a disciple of rich
theological insight. If those who use this commentary can share a
little of the satisfying biblical perspective which he has given me, I
shall be content.

Dick France





ABBREVIATIONS

Standard abbreviations follow the scheme set out in the New Bible
Dictionary (), pp. x–xiii. The following abbreviations are used
for books and periodicals which are referred to more than once.

AB The Anchor Bible, vol. : Matthew, Introduction,
Translation and Notes by W. F. Albright and
C. S. Mann (New York: Doubleday, ).

BAGD W. Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New
Testament and Other Early Christian Literature,
translated and adapted by W. F. Arndt and
F. W. Gingrich; second edition revised and
augmented by F. W. Gingrich and F. W. Danker
(University of Chicago Press, ).

Banks R. J. Banks, Jesus and the Law in the Synoptic
Tradition (SNTS Monograph . Cambridge
University Press, ).

Beare F. W. Beare, The Gospel according to Matthew: a
Commentary (Oxford: Blackwell, ).

BJRL Bulletin of the John Rylands Library.
Black M. Black, An Aramaic Approach to the Gospels and

Acts (Oxford University Press, ).
Blinzler J. Blinzler, The Trial of Jesus (E.T. Cork: Mercier

Press, ).
Bonnard P. Bonnard, L’Evangile selon Saint Matthieu

(Neuchâtel: Delachaux & Niestlé, ).



Brown R. E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah: a
Commentary on the Infancy Narratives in Matthew and
Luke (London: Geoffrey Chapman, ).

Bruce F. F. Bruce, New Testament History (London:
Pickering & Inglis, ).

BTB Biblical Theology Bulletin.
CBQ Catholic Biblical Quarterly.
Daube D. Daube, The New Testament and Rabbinic Judaism

(London: Athlone Press, ).
Davies W. D. Davies, The Setting of the Sermon on the Mount

(Cambridge University Press, ).
Derrett J. D. M. Derrett, Law in the New Testament

(London: Darton, Longman & Todd, ).
Didier M. Didier (ed.), L’Evangile selon Matthieu: rédaction

et théologie (BETL . Gembloux: Duculot,
).

Dunn J. D. G. Dunn, Jesus and the Spirit (London: SCM
Press, ).

EQ Evangelical Quarterly.
ExpT Expository Times.
Finegan J. Finegan, Handbook of Biblical Chronology

(Princeton University Press, ).
Garland D. E. Garland, The Intention of Matthew  (SNT

. Leiden: E. J. Brill, ).
GP R. T. France and D. Wenham (eds.), Gospel

Perspectives: Studies of History and Tradition in the
Four Gospels (Sheffield: JSOT Press, vol. I, ;
vol. II, ; vol. III, ; vol. IV, ).

Green H. B. Green, The Gospel according to Matthew (The
New Clarendon Bible. Oxford University Press,
).

Guelich R. A. Guelich, The Sermon on the Mount: a
Foundation for Understanding (Waco, Texas: Word
Books, ).

Gundry R. H. Gundry, Matthew: A Commentary on his
Literary and Theological Art (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, ).

Gundry, UOT R. H. Gundry, The Use of the Old Testament in St.

 M A T T H E W



Matthew’s Gospel (SNT . Leiden: E. J. Brill,
).

Guthrie D. Guthrie, New Testament Introduction (Leicester:
IVP, ).

Hare D. R. A. Hare, The Theme of Jewish Persecution of
Christians in the Gospel according to St. Matthew
(SNTS Monograph . Cambridge University Press,
).

Hill D. Hill, The Gospel of Matthew (New Century Bible.
London: Marshall, Morgan & Scott, ).

HTR Harvard Theological Review.
ICC The International Critical Commentary: The Gospel

according to S. Matthew by W. C. Allen (Edinburgh:
T. & T. Clark, ).

ISBE G. W. Bromiley (ed.), The International Standard
Bible Encyclopedia, revised edition (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, – ).

JBL Journal of Biblical Literature.
Jeremias, EWJ J. Jeremias, The Eucharistic Words of Jesus

(E.T. London: SCM Press, ).
Jeremias, NTT J. Jeremias, New Testament Theology, Part One: The

Proclamation of Jesus (E.T. London: SCM Press,
).

Jeremias, PJ J. Jeremias, The Parables of Jesus (E.T. London:
SCM Press, ).

JETS Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society.
JOT R. T. France, Jesus and the Old Testament (London:

Tyndale Press, ; Grand Rapids: Baker, ).
JSNT Journal for the Study of the New Testament.
JTS Journal of Theological Studies.
Kingsbury J. D. Kingsbury, Matthew: Structure, Christology,

Kingdom (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, ).
Ladd G. E. Ladd, The Presence of the Future: the

Eschatology of Biblical Realism (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, ).

Lindars B. Lindars, New Testament Apologetic: the Doctrinal
Significance of the Old Testament Quotations
(London: SCM Press, ).

A B B R E V I A T I O N S 



McNeile A. H. McNeile, The Gospel according to St. Matthew
(London: Macmillan, ).

Meyer B. F. Meyer, The Aims of Jesus (London: SCM
Press, ).

MM J. H. Moulton and G. Milligan, The Vocabulary of
the Greek Testament, illustrated from the Papyri and
other Non-Literary Sources (, reprinted Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, ).

NBD J. D. Douglas and N. Hillyer (eds.), New Bible
Dictionary (Leicester: IVP, ).

NIDNTT C. Brown (ed.), The New International Dictionary of
New Testament Theology (Exeter: Paternoster Press,
–).

NovT Novum Testamentum.
NTS New Testament Studies.
Robinson J. A. T. Robinson, Redating the New Testament

(London: SCM Press, ).
SB H. L. Strack and P. Billerbeck, Kommentar zum

neuen Testament aus Talmud und Midrasch
(München: C. H. Beck, –).

Schweizer E. Schweizer, The Good News according to Matthew
(E.T. London: SPCK, ).

Senior D. P. Senior, The Passion Narrative according to
Matthew: a Redactional Study (BETL . Leuven
University Press, ).

Sherwin-White A. N. Sherwin-White, Roman Society and Roman
Law in the New Testament (Oxford University
Press, ).

Stein R. H. Stein, An Introduction to the Parables of Jesus
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, ).

Stendahl K. Stendahl, The School of St. Matthew and its Use
of the Old Testament (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
).

Stonehouse N. B. Stonehouse, The Witness of Matthew and
Mark to Christ (London: Tyndale Press, ).

Tasker R. V. G. Tasker, The Gospel according to St. Matthew
(Tyndale New Testament Commentary. London:
Tyndale Press, ).

 M A T T H E W



TDNT G. Kittel and G. Friedrich (eds.), Theological
Dictionary of the New Testament (E.T. Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, –).

Thompson W. G. Thompson, Matthew’s Advice to a Divided
Community: Mt. : – : (Analecta Biblica .
Rome: Biblical Institute Press, ).

TIM G. Bornkamm, G. Barth and H.-J. Held, Tradition
and Interpretation in Matthew (E.T. London: SCM
Press, ).

Trilling W. Trilling, Das wahre Israel: Studien zur Theologie
des Matthäus-Evangeliums (München: Kösel,
).

TynB Tyndale Bulletin.
Vermes G. Vermes, Jesus the Jew (London: Collins, ).
Wilkinson J. Wilkinson, Jerusalem as Jesus knew it: Archaeology

as Evidence (London: Thames & Hudson, ).

The valuable commentary on Matthew by D. A. Carson in volume
 of the Expositor’s Bible Commentary (ed. F. E. Gaebelein. Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, ) appeared too late to be noticed in this
commentary.

A B B R E V I A T I O N S 





INTRODUCTION

. Matthew among the Gospels

Modern readers of the Christian Gospels usually have their favourite.
Some are drawn to John for its explicit presentation in simple lan-
guage of profound truths about Jesus; some prefer the vivid, action-
packed narrative of Mark; others relate most easily to the human
interests and sympathies of Luke. But how many feel most at home
in Matthew? It begins with a forbidding list of unknown names,
and it deals at length with matters of law and tradition, of the ful-
filment of the Jewish Scriptures and of Jesus’ confrontations with
the Jewish leaders of his day. It seems somehow remote both
from modern culture and from modern literary tastes. It is, in one
modern commentator’s words, ‘a grim book’. Many, perhaps,
are surprised to find it placed at the beginning of the New
Testament, thus causing the unsuspecting new reader to plunge

. Beare, p. viii.



straight into a series of apparently irrelevant ‘begettings’!
Why then did the early Christians place Matthew first? For it is a

remarkable fact that, among the variations in the order in which the
Gospels appear in early lists and texts, the one constant factor is that
Matthew always comes first.

Probably the main reason was the belief that it was the first
Gospel to be written, a belief which only a minority of scholars
would support today. We shall have more to say on this shortly. But
it may also be worth remembering that the early Christians were con-
scious, in a way few Christians are today, that their faith had its roots
in Judaism. The issue of the relation between the Christian church
and the Jews remained a vital one both for the Christians’ self-
understanding and for their presentation of Christ to the non-
Christian world. And it is Matthew’s Gospel which more fully than
the others provides a Christian perspective on this issue. In its
constant reference to the Old Testament, its strong Jewish flavour-
ing, its explicit discussions of the conflict between Jesus and the
Jewish authorities, it forms a fitting ‘bridge’ between Old and New
Testaments, a constant reminder to Christians of the ‘rock from
which they are hewn’.

Whatever the reason, Matthew’s Gospel was in fact more quoted
in Christian writings of the second Christian century than any other.
Its careful structure made it particularly suitable for use in the grow-
ing churches, both for the instruction of converts and for the train-
ing of church leaders, and its wide-ranging collection of Jesus’
teaching on the ethical demands of Christian discipleship (most ob-
viously, but not only, in the Sermon on the Mount) ensured it a ‘best-
seller’ rating among the earliest Christian writings.

But despite the preference given to Matthew, from quite early in
the second century Christians agreed almost unanimously that ‘the
gospel’ had been given to the church in four authoritative versions,
not just in one. Even Mark’s Gospel, however little it may have been
used compared to the fuller Gospel of Matthew, was accepted
alongside it. Many other ‘gospels’ were written in the second century
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and beyond, but none of them achieved acceptance alongside
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.

Each of the four has a distinctive contribution to make to our
knowledge and understanding of Jesus. It will be the main aim of
this introduction, and a major concern of the commentary which
follows, to draw out Matthew’s special place in the total witness to
Jesus, both in his selection of material and in the way he has pre-
sented it. Prolonged study of Matthew constantly reinforces the im-
pression that he was a skilful and imaginative writer, who both had
clear convictions to convey to his readers and also was adept at com-
municating them through the medium of a written document. In
studying Matthew’s Gospel, therefore, while our aim will always be,
as Matthew would wish it to be, to learn about Jesus through the
record of his life and teaching, we should not forget that it is
Matthew’s version of the record which we are reading, and that it will
therefore not be the same as that of Mark, Luke or John. In ac-
cepting that God intended his church to have four Gospels, not just
one, Christians have also recognized that each has something dif-
ferent to say about Jesus. It is only after we have listened to each in
its individuality that we can hope to gain the full richness which
comes from the ‘stereoscopic’ vision of Jesus as seen through four
different pairs of eyes!

. Some characteristics of Matthew’s Gospel

A. A Jewish Christian Gospel
We shall consider in a later section the main theological interests of
Matthew. All of them are those one would expect of a Jewish Chris-
tian: Jesus as the fulfilment of Old Testament hopes, the application
of Old Testament texts to various aspects of his ministry, his atti-
tude to the Old Testament law, and to the traditions of Jewish
scribal teaching, his controversies with the official representatives of
the Jewish religion and nation, the nature of the Christian church vis-
à-vis Judaism. These are the issues which must have been uppermost
in the minds of those Jews who had recognized Jesus as the Mes-
siah, and who now needed both to work out their own self-
understanding in relation to their Jewish roots and to learn to
present and defend the gospel among non-Christian Jews.

I N T R O D U C T I O N 



It therefore seems likely that the Gospel was written by a Jewish
Christian, and that Jewish Christians formed at least a large pro-
portion of its intended readership. Various more detailed features of
the Gospel confirm this impression.

There is a distinctly ‘Semitic’ touch to some of Matthew’s Greek,
such as a Jewish reader would appreciate. Untranslated Aramaic
terms such as raka (:, see RSV mg.) or korbanas (translated ‘treasury’
in :), and unexplained references to Jewish customs, such as
hand-washing traditions (:; contrast Mark’s explanation for his pre-
sumably Gentile readers, Mark :–) or the wearing of phylacteries
(:), suggest that Matthew expected his readers to be familiar with
Jewish culture. His explanation of the meaning of the name ‘Jesus’
(:) assumes his readers know its Hebrew meaning. He begins his
genealogy from Abraham, the father of the Jewish race (:–), and
records frequent references to Jesus as ‘Son of David’. He regularly
uses the more Jewish phrase ‘kingdom of heaven’ where Mark and
Luke use ‘kingdom of God’. It is only Matthew who tells us that
Jesus’ mission (and, initially, that of his disciples) was limited to ‘the
lost sheep of the house of Israel’ (:–; :), and it is remarkable
that the explicit prohibition of going among Samaritans in : is
the only mention of Samaritans in this Gospel, in contrast with the
favourable attitude to them in Luke. One or two passages suggest an
acceptance in principle of the authority of Jewish scribal teaching
(:, ), though in the context of the Gospel as a whole this cannot
be taken as a blanket endorsement of scribal tradition (see com-
ments ad loc). Many of the specific issues discussed would be of pri-
mary interest to Jewish readers, such as fasting (:–), the sabbath
(:–; :), temple offerings (:–), the temple tax (:–).

Such details reinforce the impression that the Gospel is directed in
the first instance towards Jewish concerns. For this reason it is often
suggested that Matthew, along with Hebrews, is the ‘most Jewish’ book
in the New Testament. But that is only one side of the picture.

B. A Gospel for all nations
The same Gospel which records an initial limitation of the Christian
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mission to ‘the lost sheep of the house of Israel’ finishes with Jesus
triumphantly sending the eleven out to make disciples of all nations,
and many hints of this ultimate aim of his mission have occurred
in the course of the Gospel (see comments on :, and references
given there). Thus the ministry of Jesus, for all its clearly Jewish roots,
and its comprehensive fulfilment of the hopes and destiny of Israel,
has broken out of the confines of Judaism and in so doing has
brought to an end the exclusive privilege of the Jews as the people
of God.

We shall discuss this theme of the church and Israel more fully
below. The point of mentioning it here is that in presenting this as-
pect of Jesus’ ministry Matthew’s Gospel sometimes seems not so
much ‘Jewish’ as ‘anti-Jewish’, using language comparable with the
sustained polemic against ‘the Jews’ in John’s Gospel. For Matthew
is not content to state the positive aspect, that God now calls non-
Jews to share the privileges of Israel; he also makes clear the nega-
tive aspect, the failure and consequent rejection of Israel, particu-
larly as embodied in its official leadership, and its replacement by
Jesus, who in himself sums up all that Israel was intended to be, and
by the community of those, whether Jew or Gentile, who through
their response to his ministry have now become the true people of
God.

This paradox, that the ‘most Jewish’ Gospel can contain such ap-
parently hostile language in relation to the Jewish nation as we find
in :–; :; :–; :–, etc., has led some scholars to
suggest that two mutually incompatible elements have been rather
clumsily combined into a single book. Thus it is suggested that ori-
ginally Jewish-Christian material has been revised and expanded by
a strongly anti-Jewish editor, himself probably a Gentile.

But it is hardly realistic to expect all Jewish Christian authors to
be ‘pro-Jewish’ and all Gentile Christians to be ‘anti-Jewish’. What
we see in Matthew is rather the uncomfortable tension in the mind
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of one who, brought up to value and love all that Israel has stood
for, has come to the painful conclusion that the majority of his
people have failed to respond to God’s call to them, and that it is in
a ‘remnant’, the minority group who have followed Israel’s true
Messiah, that God’s purpose is now centred. Such a conclusion
carries with it the recognition that what counts for membership in
the true people of God is no longer a person’s national identity, but
his response of repentance and faith towards God, a response
which is open to Gentiles as well as Jews. The ‘anti-Jewish’ tone of
such a writer would spring, then, from the recognition that, as
another Jewish Christian put it, ‘not all who are descended from
Israel belong to Israel’ (Rom. :). When the followers of Israel’s
Messiah find themselves suspected, persecuted and ostracized by the
official leadership of Israel, it is no wonder that an element of
‘anti-Jewishness’ can be detected, and that it may come to sharper
expression than might be expected of a Gentile Christian for whom
it was not such a painfully existential issue.

C. A Gospel for the church
Matthew’s Gospel is sometimes described as ‘the ecclesiastical
Gospel’. This arises in part from the fact that this Gospel is the only
one to include the term ekkle-sia (:; :). The use of this term
is taken to indicate that the author was writing in and for a formal
Christian organization (and therefore probably towards the end of
the first century, when ‘the church’ was becoming a more institu-
tionalized body).

By itself this argument is very weak. In : the reference is not
to a single world-wide body, but to the local ‘congregation’. In :
‘my church’ does refer to the Christian community as a whole, but
as early as the fifties Paul, who normally spoke of ‘the churches’ in
the sense of local congregations, could also speak of ‘the church’
(e.g.  Cor. :; Gal. :); and when the Old Testament background
of the term is taken into account there is no need to read into it all
the later ideas of a formal ‘ecclesiastical’ structure (see comments on
:).

It is true, however, that there is much in Matthew’s Gospel which
would prove very suitable for, and may well have been designed for,
the use of church leaders, both in instructing their members in the
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faith and in determining their own pastoral role. It deals with such
practical issues as the sabbath (:–) and divorce (:–; :–
; note in both cases the explicit recognition, not found in the other
Gospels, that ‘unchastity’ terminates a marriage; see on :). More
generally it includes extended discussion of the right ethical use of
the Old Testament law (:–), and the misuse of scribal tradition
(:–), while the onslaught on the scribes and Pharisees in chap-
ter  adds up to a wide-ranging presentation, by way of contrast,
of what true religious leadership involves. Chapter  deals with the
church’s response to persecution, and chapter  concentrates almost
entirely on relationships within the Christian community, with spe-
cial attention given to the proper procedure for dealing with an of-
fender (:–). Warnings against false prophets and pseudo-
Messiahs occur in :– and :–, , –, and there are
several reminders that there is need for discrimination between true
and false disciples within the professing community (:, –;
:–, –, –; :–). All this suggests that the Gospel
of Matthew would have proved particularly valuable to church lead-
ers, and the large quantity of carefully structured teaching on the
nature and demands of discipleship would be very suitable for
catechetical use. Such an observation does not, of course, entail a
developed ecclesiastical structure, merely a Christian community
aware of its distinctive existence and role.

On this basis Matthew’s Gospel has been viewed as a sort of
‘Manual of Discipline’, like the Community Rule of Qumran (QS).

But this is to overstate the difference between Matthew and the other
Gospels. While agreeing that Matthew designed his Gospel to be of
practical value in the teaching and leadership of a church, one must
still recognize that it is essentially a ‘life of Jesus’, and that most of
its contents, however valuable for teaching, are not framed directly
as catechetical material, still less set out in the form of an instruc-
tion manual.

D. A carefully constructed Gospel
We shall consider the structure of the Gospel at the end of this
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introduction, and I shall then propose a detailed analysis. At this
point we need only note that, whatever disagreements there may be
about which is the dominant structural pattern, all who have stud-
ied Matthew’s Gospel in detail have been impressed by the care and
literary artistry involved in its composition. We shall see that both
in the overall structure of the Gospel, with its dramatic development
and its clearly marked sections and repeated formulae, and also in
the grouping of material in such a way that one episode throws light
on another, Matthew has set about his task with skill. Symmetrical
groups of teaching sections make for easy memorization, and some-
times a striking dramatic effect is achieved by the balancing of con-
trasting sections. We shall note such features in the commentary
from time to time. To approach Matthew’s Gospel as a haphazard
collection of unconnected stories and sayings is to miss much of
what Matthew wants to communicate.

Careful communicator as he is, Matthew frequently omits inci-
dental details which he regards as inessential to his purpose. Thus
stories which in Mark are told in a lively, expansive style, with plenty
of picturesque detail, regularly appear in Matthew in a much more
concise form, boiled down to the bare essentials which are needed
to convey the message Matthew wishes to draw out of the story.
(E.g. the stories which make up the  verses of Mark  take up only
 verses in Matthew :–; :–.) The effect is that Matthew
is less immediately attractive as a story-teller, but that the cumula-
tive impression of his more taut narratives is very powerful in its por-
trayal of the overwhelming authority of Jesus.

E. A scripturally based Gospel
All the Gospels contain frequent quotations of and allusions to the
Old Testament, but in Matthew this feature is more pronounced. We
shall consider below some of the more prominent features of
Matthew’s appeal to the Old Testament, particularly his famous
‘formula-quotations’, and we shall consider them in the context of
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his overriding theological concern to present Jesus as the fulfil-
ment of all the hopes and patterns of Old Testament Israel. No-one
can doubt the importance of this theme for Matthew, nor can any
attentive reader fail to notice his delight in drawing attention, either
openly or by more subtle allusion, to what may sometimes seem to
us rather obscure links between Jesus and the Old Testament.

The study of the distinctive nature of the use of the Old Testa-
ment by Matthew has led to some interesting discussions in recent
years. K. Stendahl’s work, already referred to, was written in the early
days of the application of the Qumran discoveries to New Testa-
ment studies, and drew close parallels between Matthew’s technique
and that of the Qumran ‘commentaries’ on the Old Testament, par-
ticularly that on Habakkuk. He pictured the Gospel as the product
of an ‘exegetical school’ like the community of Qumran, a school
which had worked out its own distinctive hermeneutical principles
and methods. With the rise of redaction-criticism there has since
been more tendency to speak of Matthew’s Gospel as the product
of an individual author rather than of a school, and it has been gen-
erally acknowledged that the literary parallel between the Qumran
commentaries on scriptural texts and Matthew’s scriptural com-
ments and colouring in the course of narrative of the life of Jesus
is far from convincing. But the attention drawn by Stendahl to the
peculiarities of Matthew’s method, in particular to the freedom of
his handling of the Old Testament text in his ‘formula-quotations’,
has been important for later studies.

R. H. Gundry replied to Stendahl in his The Use of the Old Testa-
ment in St. Matthew’s Gospel (), emphasizing in particular Stendahl’s
neglect of the numerous Old Testament allusions, which must be
taken together with the more formal quotations in an analysis of
Matthew’s method. Gundry noted that the mixed text-form (i.e. use
of independent and free renderings of the Hebrew instead of or
along with the Septuagint) noted by Stendahl was not confined to the
‘formula-quotations’, but was found throughout the Gospel except
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where Matthew was taking over formal quotations from Mark (these
being predominantly Septuagintal). He argued that Matthew’s free
use of the Old Testament text was the result of a deliberate and re-
sponsible study of the Scriptures in the trilingual milieu of first-
century Palestine, sometimes utilizing various textual traditions
already in existence, sometimes translating independently from the
Hebrew. The principles of interpretation employed were not arbi-
trary or atomizing but part of a new hermeneutical tradition deriv-
ing from the conviction of the fulfilment of the Messianic hope in
Jesus.

An important new element was introduced into the discussion
with the publication of M. D. Goulder’s Midrash and Lection in
Matthew (). Part of Goulder’s argument is a development from
the suggestion of G. D. Kilpatrick that Matthew’s Gospel was
composed for use in regular liturgical reading, its structure being de-
signed to fit the demands of a church lectionary. Goulder sees
Matthew as an expansion of Mark for lectionary use, in conjunction
with the existing Old Testament festal lectionary in use in the
synagogue. This aspect of Goulder’s work has not met with wide-
spread acceptance. It carries with it, however, another view
of Matthew’s method which has given rise to increasing discussion.
Matthew’s only written source, Goulder believes, was Mark. All his
additional material derives not from other existing sources, but
from Matthew’s own fertile imagination, particularly inspired by
his knowledge of the Old Testament. Starting from the Old Testa-
ment readings prescribed in the lectionary, he has woven together
elaborate patterns of related material, by a process which Goulder
calls midrash. This process has resulted in the creation of stories
about Jesus and teaching attributed to him which derive not from any
historically based tradition, but from a scripturally inspired im-
agination. Such ‘midrashic’ procedures were well known and
accepted in the Jewish world to which Matthew belonged, and
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questions of historicity, it is implied, would not have worried, or even
occurred to, his original readers.

This is not the place to attempt an adequate discussion of the de-
bate which has arisen out of the proposal to interpret Matthew’s
work as midrash. Four brief comments may be made, however.

. The word ‘midrash’ itself is used in widely different senses by
those who apply it to New Testament studies, sometimes in ways
which specialists in Jewish literature would not recognize. In Jewish
writings it became a technical term for a literary composition which
takes the form of an extended ‘commentary’ on a continuous text
from the Old Testament, and in that sense it is clearly not a rele-
vant category for the understanding of the Gospels (unless, with
Goulder, one speaks of Matthew as a midrash on Mark, not on an
Old Testament text). Beyond that technical use it becomes a slippery
term, capable of carrying connotations which are not properly de-
rived either from Jewish usage or from the phenomena of the
Gospels.

. By whatever term it is described, it is questionable whether the
practice of elaborating historical accounts with fictional details
under the influence of Old Testament texts was so widespread
among first-century Jews, let alone being the dominant approach to
Scripture and history. While Old Testament stories did receive a
growing volume of traditional embellishment, there is much less
evidence for a similar treatment of recent history. No clear parallel
can be adduced from first-century Judaism for such elaboration
taking place in the traditions of a religious leader within a genera-
tion or two of his death. If Matthew wrote as Goulder suggests, he
would have been doing something untypical of his cultural milieu,
and it is questionable whether his readers would have recognized and
accepted his method.
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. Even if the practice were common in non-Christian Judaism,
one cannot therefore assume that Matthew would have felt it ap-
propriate to follow it. It is the text of Matthew, rather than presumed
current practice outside Christian circles, which should be our guide
to Matthew’s aims and methods. In particular we must take into ac-
count Matthew’s emphasis on ‘fulfilment’, which we shall study be-
low, which raises the question how far a concept of fulfilment
makes sense in the absence of a historical occurrence in which that
fulfilment is seen as taking place. In other words, in what way is a
scriptural theme or passage ‘fulfilled’ in a story which is simply
made up out of that passage?

. It should be clearly recognized that a delight in tracing scrip-
tural connections and an intention to relate historical fact are not mu-
tually exclusive. To conclude that Matthew’s text is full of subtle
allusive references to the Old Testament is not ipso facto to conclude
that the stories it tells are the product of imagination. The com-
mentary that follows will provide plenty of evidence of Matthew’s
ingenuity in tracing the Old Testament background and signifi-
cance of the events he records, but it is inherently more likely in such
cases that the event suggested the scriptural comment than that it
was meditation on the Old Testament text that inspired the story.

The characterization of Matthew’s method as ‘midrash’, and the
proposal that therefore much of his material is unhistorical, has been
taken up by Gundry in his commentary (). ‘Matthew did not
write entirely reportorial history. Comparison with midrashic and
haggadic literature of his era suggests that he did not intend to do
so’ (p. ). Gundry does not allow such free creativity as Goulder,
in that he believes Matthew drew much of his material (even in-
cluding the contents of chapters  – ) from an expanded Q source
(on which see below), and he sees Matthew’s unhistorical contribu-
tion more often in the embellishment of existing traditions than in
wholesale creation of stories. He does, however, argue more
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explicitly than Goulder that Matthew’s original readers would have
had no difficulty in recognizing his method, and would not have
thought of interpreting historically Matthew’s ‘midrashic’ contri-
butions. ‘History mixed with nonhistory is still an accepted mode of
communication; … unhistorical embellishment can carry its own
kind of truth alongside historical truth’ (p. ). The fact that
Gundry argues this case explicitly as an evangelical scholar who holds
to a belief in the inerrancy of the Bible has inevitably led to a lively
debate, which at the time of writing shows no sign of subsiding!

The issue of historicity should not be allowed, however, to dis-
tract attention from the subtle and fascinating nature of Matthew’s
use of the Old Testament. In his blend of traditionally Jewish (‘rab-
binic’) interests and methods with a wholly new and Christian em-
phasis on the fulfilment of the Old Testament revelation in the his-
torical life and teaching of Jesus of Nazareth, he exemplifies well the
parable (sometimes taken as Matthew’s ‘self-portrait’) of the ‘house-
holder who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old’
(:).

. The origin of the Gospel

We have looked first at some of the characteristics of the Gospel,
because it is these features which must determine our estimate of its
probable origin. Given that these are among its main features, where,
when and by whom is it likely that such a work would have been
written?

A. Place of writing
The characteristics we have noted make it virtually certain that
Matthew’s Gospel was written in and for a church which was to a
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large extent composed of converts from Judaism. This would be
generally agreed, but it does not necessarily limit the possibilities very
closely, as there were Jews settled in significant numbers all over the
eastern part of the Roman Empire, and we know from Acts that the
church typically grew at first among the Jewish settlers wherever Paul
travelled in Asia Minor and Greece.

Early church tradition from at least the middle of the second cen-
tury affirmed that Matthew wrote ‘among the Hebrews’. This may,
however, be no more than a guess based on the clearly Jewish
orientation of the work, nor does it specify the place, since
‘Hebrews’ might be found in many areas.

Palestine might seem the obvious place for such a ‘Jewish’ work
to have been produced, but the majority of modern scholars have
been impressed by B. H. Streeter’s arguments, both from a num-
ber of incidental features of the Gospel itself and from the fact of
its influence on Ignatius and on the Didache, that it in fact derives
from Antioch (a church which was at first entirely Jewish, but then
became the scene of considerable debate over the relation of the
church to Judaism: Acts :–; : – :; Gal. : ff.).

For the understanding of the Gospel, however, it makes little dif-
ference whether it was written in Palestine or Syria (Antioch), or in
some other part of the eastern Mediterranean, and the location is
never likely to be demonstrated conclusively. What does matter is
that we recognize it as written in the context of, and directed to the
concerns of, a Christian church, many of whose members were still
acutely conscious of their roots in Judaism, and who needed to work
out as a matter of existential importance what was the true relation
of Jesus to Israel.

B. Date
Most modern scholars have concluded that Matthew’s Gospel was
written within the last twenty years of the first century. The main rea-
sons for dating it not earlier than about AD  fall roughly in the fol-
lowing areas:

. If, as is generally supposed, Mark’s Gospel was written not
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earlier than about AD , and Matthew used Mark, Matthew must be
dated significantly after .

. The destruction of Jerusalem in AD  is believed to have in-
fluenced the language of such passages as :; :; and various
parts of chapter .

. The ‘anti-Jewish’ tone suits the period around AD  when
Christians were effectively excluded from synagogue worship by the
insertion of a curse on ‘Nazarenes and heretics’ into the synagogue
liturgy (the so-called Birkat ha-Minim), rather than an earlier period
when the lines were less clearly drawn.

. The Gospel is said to reflect too ‘developed’ a theological and
ecclesiastical situation for an earlier period.

In response to such arguments it should be noted:
. The assumption that Matthew used Mark in its final form is not

universally accepted (see below on synoptic relationships). Nor is the
dating of Mark about AD  a fixed point. Most patristic writers be-
lieved Mark wrote after Peter’s death (AD ?), but Clement of
Alexandria said the Gospel was issued while Peter was still alive in
Rome. In any case, since all patristic writers assumed Matthew
wrote before Mark, their beliefs about the date of Mark can hardly be
used to support a later date for Matthew.

. This argument assumes, of course, that Jesus could not have
foreseen the events of AD . In addition, however, it should be
noted that nothing in the wording of Matthew points to these
events as already past, and the words of : do not directly reflect
what occurred then as we know it from Josephus.

. It is in fact much debated whether the relationship with Judaism
reflected in Matthew’s Gospel is that of two distinct and hostile com-
munities, as would necessarily be the case after the Birkat ha-Minim,
or that of a debate intra muros, between those who represent trad-
itional Judaism and the ‘Nazarene’ Jews who claim to be the true Is-
rael, still hoping that the rest of the Jews may be won to recognize
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Jesus as Messiah. This is a matter of subjective impression, not of
demonstration, but it is at least arguable that the painful tension
evident in the Gospel is more compatible with the period when
church and synagogue were still in close and not necessarily hostile
dialogue.

. If the previous argument was a matter of subjective impression,
this is more so. It depends in part on reading into passages such as
:–; :– a formal ecclesiastical structure which is not re-
quired by the text. It depends also on a presupposed pattern of de-
velopment in first-century Christian thought which is not easy either
to demonstrate or to fit into a chronological scheme. It is a bold
scholar who can declare a firm date before which a given aspect of
theological thought or language could not have occurred.

If the arguments for a date after AD  are far from conclusive,
is there any indication of an earlier origin? There is, of course, pa-
tristic tradition, which dates Matthew before Mark, so that Irenaeus
confidently dates it while Peter and Paul were still preaching in
Rome (Adv. Haer. iii..). But even within the Gospel itself are
some indications of an early date. For instance, references to prac-
tices connected with the temple (such as :–; :–) would
hardly have been worth including after the temple ceased to exist in
AD , and the discussion of the temple tax in :– would
have been positively misleading after AD , when the tax was di-
verted to the upkeep of the temple of Jupiter in Rome. The re-
spectful attitude towards the office of the scribes in :– would
hardly be included if the Gospel were written when church and
synagogue were totally opposed to each other.

Other such indications are collected by Gundry into a detailed
and persuasive argument for a date before AD  for Matthew. In-
deed Gundry goes further and, after arguing that Luke-Acts, which
he dates about AD , was influenced by Matthew, concludes that
Matthew was written before . Whether this latter point be
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granted or not, there is certainly a good case to be made for a date
in the sixties for the final ‘publication’ of Matthew.

It must be recognized, however, that all such conclusions depend
on the relative dating of various writings and events, and that there
are few fixed points. Our comments below on the relationships be-
tween the Synoptic Gospels will suggest that any ‘publication date’
can be advanced only very tentatively.

C. Authorship
Patristic tradition is unanimous that the author was Matthew, and no
other ‘Matthew’ is suggested than the disciple of that name whose
call is described in :.

The earliest extant example of this tradition is the statement of
Papias, Bishop of Hierapolis (usually dated about AD ), which is
quoted by Eusebius (H.E. iii..) to the effect that

Matthew compiled the oracles in the Hebrew dialect, and everyone translated
them as best he could.

That sentence, quoted by Eusebius with no surrounding context
(though it is clear that Eusebius thought Papias was talking about the
Gospel of Matthew), is full of ambiguities. Each of the words in ital-
ics can be translated in different ways, which substantially affect the
meaning:

compiled could be ‘composed’ or ‘arranged’;
Hebrew is used either for the Hebrew or the Aramaic language;
dialect would normally mean ‘language’, but has been taken to mean
‘style’;
translated could be ‘interpreted’.

So far it is clear that Papias may be referring either to the collec-
tion (as an ‘editor’) of existing material, or to ‘composition’ by an
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‘author’, and that while his words would normally suggest that this
was done in one of the Semitic languages, with subsequent transla-
tion (into Greek, presumably), it might be argued that he was
referring to a Greek work in ‘a Hebrew style’.

But by far the most significant ambiguity is the word logia, trans-
lated ‘oracles’ above. It normally means ‘sayings’ or ‘pronounce-
ments’. One suggestion, little favoured, is that it refers to a collec-
tion of Old Testament testimonia relating to Jesus. More usually the
question is asked whether Papias could have referred to a book like
our ‘Gospel of Matthew’ by such a term, or whether he must be
speaking of a collection of ‘Sayings of Jesus’, perhaps subsequently
incorporated into Matthew’s Gospel.

Papias’ evidence, then, proves a very shaky foundation for patristic
belief that the First Gospel was written by Matthew. Nor is the situ-
ation improved by Eusebius’ view that Papias was ‘a man of very
little intelligence, as is clear from his books’! Three lines of approach
to this dilemma may be mentioned.

. To take logia in its normal sense, and to conclude that, whatever
Eusebius thought, Papias was not talking about the Gospel, but
about a collection of Jesus’ sayings in Aramaic (possibly something
like the hypothetical Q, on which see later). In that case this quota-
tion has no direct bearing on the authorship of the Gospel.

. To accept Eusebius’ view that Papias was talking about the
Gospel, and to conclude that he was simply mistaken about its be-
ing written in a Semitic language (perhaps being led to this guess
by noticing the ‘Jewish’ character of the Gospel).
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. To opt for the meaning ‘in a Semitic style’, and to conclude that
Papias is correctly recording the origin of the Greek Gospel of
Matthew.

The unanimity of patristic attribution of the Gospel to Matthew
is thus weakened by the recognition that it is far from certain that
the earliest supposed witness to this tradition really does support it
at all. If Eusebius’ view may have been based on a misunderstand-
ing of Papias, how much weight is to be placed on the other patris-
tic references, which may well derive from the same traditions which
Papias was recording?

What then is the evidence of the Gospel itself ? It is, of course,
like all the Gospels, an anonymous work, in that its text does not in-
clude a statement of who wrote it. Its evidence will rather be of
the sort of person who would be likely to have written such a work.

From the characteristics of the Gospel noted above we may rea-
sonably infer that its author was a Jewish Christian, with an exten-
sive knowledge of and a strong interest in the Old Testament, fa-
miliar with scribal traditions and with the methods of Rabbinic
debate, and capable of writing in good Greek, even though his
own cultural background was clearly Semitic. Many of Jesus’ early
disciples, known to us and unknown, could fit this description,
given the increasing recognition that Greek was widely used in first-
century Palestine, particularly in ‘Galilee of the Gentiles’. Un-
doubtedly Matthew would be likely to fit the description, but is there
any reason for seeing him as a more likely candidate than others?

All that we know about Matthew in distinction from the other dis-
ciples is that he was a tax-collector, and that he apparently also bore the
name of Levi (so Mark and Luke in their parallels to Matt. :). Both
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. So Gundry, pp. –. Gundry’s discussion is unusual in arguing both
for an earlier date for Papias than is usually accepted (about AD ?),
and for his being a direct disciple of John the Apostle. Not many
scholars, however, have accepted the understanding of Hebraidi dialecto-

as ‘in a Hebrew style’.
. The heading According to Matthew probably first started being added to

the Gospel some time in the first half of the second century AD. On
these ‘titles’ see Guthrie, p. .



facts have been used to support his authorship of the First Gospel.
A tax-collector would, by virtue of his office, need to be par-

ticularly fluent in Greek. He would also need to be literate, used to
keeping records. Gundry, following E. J. Goodspeed, has argued for
the possibility that he would even be able to use short-hand, and so
could have taken notes of Jesus’ teaching, possibly acting as the
‘recorder’ of the disciple group. C. F. D. Moule has argued similarly
that the author was ‘a well-educated writer – a scribe in the secular,
not the rabbinic sense’, and has proposed that : should be
understood in this sense as the self-portrait of the ‘tax-collector
turned disciple’. It has been further suggested that a number of
references to money matters and to tax-collectors which are
peculiar to this Gospel may be a pointer to its author.

The name Levi has been taken by some to be not so much a per-
sonal as a tribal name, indicating that Matthew was in fact a Levite.
As such, it is suggested, he would have been particularly at home in
the religious niceties of scribal tradition. At the same time, a Levite
turned tax-collector might expect to earn the special disdain of his
more orthodox fellow-Levites, and so be liable to record with greater
emphasis Jesus’ conflicts with ‘orthodoxy’, as much for his own self-
defence as for the guidance of other potential converts.

On such grounds, tenuous as they are, it may be suggested that
Matthew fits the description of this Gospel’s author at least as well
as any other person known to us. The fact that the Gospel was so
soon and so generally associated with Matthew, who was not a
prominent member of Jesus’ disciple group, may also support this
conclusion, since he would not have been the obvious author to se-
lect if it was simply a matter of guesswork.
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. Gundry, UOT, pp. –.
. In F. L. Cross (ed.), Studia Evangelica II (), pp. –. Moule does

not, however, regard the apostle Matthew as necessarily the final author
of the Gospel, but as at least the source of much of its content.

. E.g. Gundry, pp. –.
. This argument is developed by Albright and Mann, AB, pp. CLXXVII–
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. It is sometimes argued, on the assumption that Mark was a source used



None of this, however, adds up to anything like proof of author-
ship. We may safely say that the unanimous tradition of the early
church, however uncertain its origin, offers us a candidate who on
other grounds is likely to have been the sort of person indicated by
the character of the Gospel. But no doubt there were other such
people among the early disciples. And even if the patristic associa-
tion of Matthew’s name with the Gospel is given full weight, this
does not rule out the possibility of more than one stage in its com-
position. The later the Gospel is dated, the more likely it becomes
that Matthew’s contribution was at an earlier stage than the final
‘edition’.

So in the end we simply do not know the extent of the role of the
apostle Matthew in the composition of the First Gospel, but the
tradition of the early church encourages us to believe that it was a
major one.

D. Matthew, Mark and Luke
Roughly % of Matthew’s Gospel consists of material found in a
similar (sometimes verbally identical) form in Mark, and in roughly
the same order; a further % or so is similarly shared with Luke, and
again there is a rough correspondence in the order of many of the
shared sections, though not in their place in the overall structure
of each Gospel. This leaves only about % of the Gospel as
Matthew’s unique contribution, though of course much of the
‘shared’ material is presented in a clearly distinctive way by Matthew,
to the extent that it is sometimes difficult to say whether or not there
is a common tradition lying behind two or more of the Gospel ac-
counts of a given incident or saying.

These are some of the facts which go to make up the ‘Synoptic
Problem’. How do we account for the large areas of overlap? Did
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by the First Gospel, that an apostle would not make use of a non-
apostolic source. This strange argument depends on (a) a modern
concept of literary independence, (b) the setting aside of the early
tradition that Mark was recording Peter’s teaching, and so was ‘apostolic’.

. See W. G. Kümmel, Introduction to the New Testament (), pp. – for
a useful chart of the order of the ‘Q’ material in Luke and Matthew.



one Gospel derive the material directly from another? Did they use
common sources? If so, were these sources written or oral, and did
they consist of substantial collections or of isolated fragments?

Until fairly recently there was a widely (though never universally)
agreed ‘solution’ to the problem. Put simply, it was that Mark wrote
first, that both Matthew and Luke made direct use of Mark’s Gospel,
and that Matthew and Luke both had access also to a document
no longer extant, consisting largely of collected saying of Jesus,
and known to scholars as ‘Q’ (possibly derived from the German
Quelle, ‘source’). This classical solution, with the arguments gener-
ally used to support it, is conveniently set out by Leon Morris in the
volume on Luke in this series (pp. –), and it is unnecessary to
repeat that presentation here. Morris’ conclusion there was that
‘nothing more than a tentative hypothesis is justified’, and sub-
sequent discussion has shown that his caution was well placed. The
areas of growing uncertainty may conveniently be summarized
under three headings.

(i) Marcan priority challenged. The view that Mark was the first of our
Gospels to be written arose in the first half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, and became dominant soon after the middle of that century. Be-
fore that it had been assumed that Matthew was written first. Now
the older view is being strenuously resurrected.

The classical view is the ‘Augustinian’, represented today e.g. by
B. C. Butler; this holds that Matthew’s Gospel was used by Mark,
and that Luke in turn used both. The view more widely promoted
today, however, is the so-called ‘Griesbach Hypothesis’, which is
now supported by a significant group of scholars of widely varying
traditions. This is that Matthew’s Gospel was used by Luke, and that
Mark is a deliberate condensing of the contents of the two into a
single work.

Those who would declare firmly for Matthaean priority on the
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. B. C. Butler, The Originality of St. Matthew ().
. Originally put forward by J. J. Griesbach in , now best represented

by W. R. Farmer’s writings (esp. The Synoptic Problem, ), and by
B. Orchard, Matthew, Luke and Mark (). For a critical assessment see
C. J. Tuckett, The Revival of the Griesbach Hypothesis ().



basis of either of these views are still a minority, but a larger num-
ber of scholars have been sufficiently impressed by their arguments
to be reluctant to commit themselves firmly to an overall assump-
tion of Marcan priority.

(ii) Doubts about Q. Either of the views mentioned in the last para-
graph makes Q unnecessary; the common material, whatever the
source from which Matthew derived it, was taken by Luke direct
from Matthew, not from a third document. Even among support-
ers of Marcan priority there have been some who find no place for
Q; see e.g. the view of M. D. Goulder mentioned above that the
so-called Q material is in fact Matthew’s free creation, which Luke
then took over from Matthew. But where Matthew and Luke are re-
garded as independently using common material, the ‘tendency to
be less dogmatic about Q’ which Morris noted in  has certainly
not decreased. While some scholars continue to write books on the
theology and composition of Q, regarded as a single document
(though possibly composed in different ‘editions’), many are pre-
pared only to speak of ‘Q material’, envisaged not as a single docu-
ment, but as various units of material, some written, some oral, to
which both Matthew and Luke had access.

(iii) Direct literary dependence questioned. Can we speak simply of one
Gospel writer ‘using’ or ‘copying from’ another’s work? Is this to as-
sume something like a modern system of publication and distribu-
tion of books which is quite inappropriate to the situation in first-
century Christianity? While the verbatim agreements among the
Gospels seem to demand that there was literary dependence in
some form, need we assume that it was on the completed text of, say,
Mark that Matthew drew? Was the classical ‘Two-Document Hy-
pothesis’ just too simple to be realistic?

Various scholars have been asking such questions, and as a result
other approaches have been offered. Some have substituted a more
complex but no less definite scheme of relationships, postulating
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. See pp. –. Goulder’s views were influenced by Austin Farrer, who
wrote a famous article ‘On Dispensing with Q’ in .

. This point is argued strongly by Albright and Mann, AB, pp. XXXVII–
XLVIII.



successive editions of each Gospel with lines of dependence criss-
crossing between the different Gospel traditions in an attempt to ac-
count for the many inconsistencies left by the simple two-document
scheme.

At the other extreme J. M. Rist  argues for the literary inde-
pendence of Matthew and Mark, explaining their overlap by the use
of common traditions, which were probably more extensive than is
generally assumed, and were largely oral, very likely including par-
allel traditions of similar but separate teaching and events. For Rist,
then, to deny that Matthew derived his material from Mark does not,
as has generally been supposed, require that Mark derived his from
Matthew. No overall ‘priority’ between the two Gospels can be es-
tablished; neither had access to the other.

A position somewhere between these extremes seems more plaus-
ible. Building on the work of E. P. Sanders, J. A. T. Robinson en-
visages the origin of the Gospels not in terms of direct dependence
of one Gospel on another, nor in terms of complete literary inde-
pendence, but in terms of the parallel growth of different gospel
traditions (resulting ultimately in our four canonical Gospels), with
continued contact between these traditions along the way. The
‘gospel-writing’ activity of the different church centres was not in iso-
lated compartments. As ‘proto-gospels’ appeared in different
churches they would be available to others, so that by the time the
Gospels as we know them were written, a process of ‘cross-fertil-
ization’ had taken place which renders any theory of simple one-way
dependence of one Gospel on another quite unrealistic. On this view,
the formation of the Gospels was too complex and ‘living’ a process
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. See e.g. the scheme proposed by M–E. Boismard in his Synopse des quatres
évangiles en français, vol. II (with P. Benoit, ). A diagrammatic
presentation of the scheme, with discussion, is conveniently available in
JTS  (), pp. f.

. J. M. Rist, On the Independence of Matthew and Mark (); similarly AB,
pp. XXXVII–XLVIII.

. Sanders’ basic study The Tendencies of the Synoptic Tradition () is taken
further in an article in NTS  (/), pp. –.

. Robinson, pp. –; see esp. the summary on p. .



to be tied down into a diagram of dependence, however complicated,
and a simple assumption that ‘Matthew used Mark’ cannot be the
whole truth (still less a neat delineation of a single document Q).

If it was once possible to use the classical ‘Two-Document Hy-
pothesis’ as a non-negotiable framework for the study of the
Gospels, that time is now past. But it is difficult, if not impossible,
to discuss the relationship between parallel passages without some
general presupposition as to which is likely to be the more original.
In the commentary that follows, while bearing in mind the salutary
warnings against a simple overall scheme, I shall generally work on
the assumption that where Matthew and Mark run parallel it is
more likely that the Marcan version is the earlier, and that therefore
it is possible to discern Matthew’s special interests in the differences
between his version and Mark’s, even if it would be over-simple to
speak baldly of his ‘altering the Marcan text’. In dealing with ‘Q’ ma-
terial, while judgments of ‘priority’ would be out of place, Matthaean
interest may nonetheless be noted where he differs from Luke’s ver-
sion. Distinctiveness can be perceived even where direct literary de-
pendence cannot be assumed.

. Central theological emphases of Matthew

A. Fulfilment
The essential key to all Matthew’s theology is that in Jesus all God’s
purposes have come to fulfilment. This is, of course, true of all New
Testament theology, but it is emphasized in a remarkable way in
Matthew. Everything is related to Jesus. The Old Testament points
forward to him; its law is ‘fulfilled’ in his teaching; he is the true Is-
rael through whom God’s plans for his people now go forward; the
future no less than the present is to be understood as the working
out of the ministry of Jesus. History revolves around him, in that his
coming is the turning-point at which the age of preparation gives
way to the age of fulfilment. Matthew leaves no room for any idea
of the fulfilment of God’s purposes, whether for Israel or in any
other respect, which is not focused in this theme of fulfilment in
Jesus. In his coming a new age has dawned; nothing will ever be quite
the same again.

The sections that follow will deal with various aspects of this
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overriding theme of fulfilment. But first we must note two of
Matthew’s special ways of drawing out this emphasis.

(i) The ‘formula-quotations’. Ten times in Matthew we find the for-
mula ‘This was to fulfil (or ‘then was fulfilled’) what was spoken by
the prophet, saying …’, after which comes a quotation from an Old
Testament prophet (or, in one case, the Psalms). The references are
:–; :; :–; :; :–; :; :–; :–; :–
. The wording of the formula varies slightly, and in five cases the
prophet is named. In another case (:–) the setting of the quota-
tion in the narrative causes the formula to be changed to ‘for so it
is written by the prophet’, but this text is usually classed with the for-
mula-quotations. There are, of course, many other verbatim quota-
tions from the Old Testament, but this group stand out by virtue of
their stereotyped formula. All but one are quoted only in Matthew.
In each case, if the quotation and its formula were removed, the
story would flow on without an obvious gap, which suggests that
they are comments added to existing stories; and yet in each case the
claim to the fulfilment of Scripture seems to be the main point be-
ing made by the section of text in which they occur.

There has been much debate about the origin and function
of these formula-quotations. Most scholars now regard them
as Matthew’s own contribution, rather than as traditional elements
in the story of Jesus, and the study of their textual peculiarities
indicates that behind them lies some quite original and sophistica-
ted study of the Old Testament in order to discover points of
correspondence much more subtle than the direct fulfilment
of clear prophetic predictions. Sometimes the subtlety results
in an application of the Old Testament text which is ‘to our
critical eyes, manifestly forced and artificial and unconvincing’; but
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C. F. D. Moule, in a helpful discussion from which those words are
taken, goes on to argue that this ‘vehicular’ use of Scripture ‘is a
symptom of the discovery that, in a deeply organic way, Jesus was
indeed the fulfiller of something which is basic in the whole of Scrip-
ture’. In an article which concentrates on the four formula-quo-
tations of chapter , I have suggested that what may seem to us an
embarrassingly obscure and even irresponsible way of handling
Scripture is in fact the outworking of a careful tracing of scriptural
themes, which in different ways point to Jesus as the fulfiller not only
of specific predictions, but also of the broader pattern of God’s Old
Testament revelation.

(ii) Typology. Matthew’s view of Jesus as the one who fulfils the
whole fabric of scriptural revelation is most strikingly brought to
light in the large number of what may be called ‘typological’ allusions
to the Old Testament. These occur both in his records of Jesus’ say-
ings and in his own wording of narratives and his editorial com-
ments. Typology is not peculiar to Matthew, and may properly be
seen as an essential element in Jesus’ own self-understanding. But
in Matthew it is particularly pronounced.

Typology, at least the typology we are here concerned with as it
appears in the Gospels, may be defined as ‘the recognition of a cor-
respondence between New and Old Testament events, based on a
conviction of the unchanging character of the principles of God’s
working, and a consequent understanding and description of the
New Testament event in terms of the Old Testament model’ – ex-
cept that ‘events’ is too narrow, since Old Testament persons and in-
stitutions (such as the temple or the covenant) come in for the
same treatment. Put simply, we are talking here about ‘fulfilment’ not
only of Old Testament predictions, but of Old Testament history and
religion, including events and institutions which in themselves carried
no explicit reference to the future. In commenting on : we shall
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. C. F. D. Moule, The Origin of Christology (), chapter , ‘The
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note the idea of the law pointing forward to Jesus, who can there-
fore be said to ‘fulfil’ it. In chapter  we shall see Jesus presented as
a ‘new Moses’, among other varied typological themes, and in the
same chapter he will be equated with God’s ‘son’, Israel (see on :).
In :– the whole story of the testing of Jesus is undergirded by
the recognition of a correspondence between his experience and the
testing of God’s son Israel in the wilderness as recorded in
Deuteronomy. Chapter , will offer a series of Old Testament
‘precedents’ as justification for Jesus’ assumption of authority over
the sabbath (see on :–), focused in the explicit statement that
‘something greater than the temple is here’ (:), followed later in the
chapter by the same formula applied to Jonah and Solomon (:–
) on the basis of an explicit prediction that Jesus was to undergo
a parallel experience to that of Jonah (:); see further the com-
ments on :–. These are some of the more striking examples
of a conviction which runs throughout the Gospel, that as God
worked in Old Testament times, so he has worked again in the min-
istry of Jesus, and yet with a ‘something greater’ which makes Jesus
the ‘fulfilment’ of the whole warp and woof of the Old Testament,
not just of the explicit predictions of the prophets. This typology is
not so much a hermeneutical technique as a theological conviction
which expresses itself in various ways in Matthew’s presentation of
Jesus’ life and teaching. Its effect is to show Jesus as the point at which
all the rich diversity of God’s relations with his people in word and
deed converges; that is what ‘fulfilment’ means for Matthew.

This emphasis on fulfilment will run through the whole Gospel,
but it will be announced with particular force in the prologue, chap-
ters  – , which is devoted to presenting Jesus in the light of scrip-
tural patterns and prophecy. See the introductory comments on
chapters  –  in the commentary. The scene is thus set, so that
Matthew’s readers will be alert to scriptural undertones in the story
that follows. The fuller their knowledge of the Old Testament, the
richer will be their understanding of the significance of Jesus as he
is presented in Matthew’s pages.

B. Christology
It follows from what has already been said that Christology, the
explanation of who Jesus is, must be at the heart of Matthew’s
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theological task. Virtually every aspect of the Gospel’s theology
could be subsumed under this heading. We shall focus here on
four titles of Jesus which are prominent in the Gospel, using them
as a framework into which to build a variety of theological themes
which seem to have been of special importance to Matthew.

(i) Christ. When we use the term ‘Messiah’ (or ‘Christ’, its Greek
equivalent) we usually think in fairly general terms of the one
through whom God was going to fulfil his purpose of salvation for
his people, as promised in the Old Testament. It is important there-
fore to realize that the breadth of meaning which Christian hindsight
sees in the term would not have been its natural connotation for a
Jew in Jesus’ day. Different strands of Old Testament hope were re-
membered and prized by different groups, but it seems clear that the
title ‘Messiah’ would, for most ordinary Jews, have pointed to a com-
ing king of the line of David, whom God would send to restore his
people to national independence and to their rightful pre-eminence
as the people of God. The wide range of ‘fulfilment’ ideas which we
have hinted at in the preceding section, however naturally they may
be fitted into our idea of ‘the Messiah’, would not necessarily have
been triggered off by the term in the mind of a Jew who had not
learnt to see them all brought together in Jesus.

It is not surprising, then, that when the title ‘Christ’ is used in this
Gospel in discussing what Jesus’ mission is there is a note of hesi-
tation in his response (see the commentary on :, , –;
:–). Much of the Gospel will indicate the differing attitudes
of Jews to Jesus, owing at least in part to their differing expectations
of ‘the coming one’. In the event Jesus’ mission of suffering and
death, with its aim the forgiveness of sins and the restoration of a
broken relationship with God, could not fail to be at least a puzzle,
more likely a total disappointment, to those whose idea of the Mes-
siah was along quite different lines.

So while Matthew himself has no hesitation in describing Jesus as
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the Messiah (:, , , ; :; :), and no doubt reads into that
title the wide range of his own understanding of Jesus’ mission of
‘fulfilment’, he only once (:) represents Jesus as applying it to
himself. It was, apparently, a term too loaded to be openly encour-
aged. Only in the light of Jesus’ death and resurrection would his fol-
lowers be able to use it freely without fear of misunderstanding. Even
then, the paradox of a Messiah whose role it was to be crucified
would prove a continuing stumbling-block for Jews (see  Cor. :).

In the light of this it is remarkable that Matthew feels able to
record more freely than the other Evangelists the use of the still
more clearly nationalistic title ‘Son of David ’ with reference to Jesus
(of the nine uses of the title in Matthew only :– is shared with
the other Synoptics). For Matthew and his Jewish readers the term
would be full of historical and theological associations. It links
Jesus more clearly even than the term ‘Christ’ with the fulfilment of
God’s plans for his people Israel, and Matthew’s emphasis on David
in : and the following genealogy (and cf. :) shows how much
the term meant to him. But its use during Jesus’ ministry, generally
with reference to his healing power (:; :; :; :–; see
commentary on :), carried a real possibility of misunderstanding
his mission in quasi-political terms, and at least in :,  it seems
that the crowd used it in this sense. It is perhaps for this reason that
Matthew, despite his liking for the title, records also Jesus’ comments
on its inadequacy in :–.

Among the richly varied Christological insights in Matthew’s pro-
logue (chapters  – ) is an explicit statement of the purpose of
Jesus’ mission: ‘he will save his people from their sins’ (:). Here
is a clear pointer both to a mission of liberation (an idea which was
central to Jewish Messianic expectation) and at the same time away
from a political understanding of that idea. ‘Sins’ were the concern
of John the Baptist’s mission (:); Jesus claimed the authority to for-
give them (:–), and Matthew alone records that he declared the
purpose of his death as ‘the forgiveness of sins’ (:). The liber-
ating mission of the Messiah is then, for Matthew, at a quite differ-
ent level from that of popular expectation.

(ii) Son of man. In Matthew, as in all the other Gospels, the title
which Jesus uses to describe his own mission is usually ‘the Son of
man’. Matthew’s recording of this title differs little from that by Mark
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and Luke. None of them use it themselves in narrative or comment,
but all agree that Jesus made frequent use of it, and, most remark-
ably, that when the title ‘Christ’ was offered to him, he substituted
‘the Son of man’ (:).

This is not the place to give a full account of the voluminous
and continuing debate about this title. Even the description of
it as a ‘title’ is controversial, as the phrase ‘a son of man’ in
Hebrew and Aramaic means simply a human being. When God ad-
dresses Ezekiel frequently as ‘Son of man’ (Ezek. :, ; :;
etc.) it is as ‘man’ in contrast with God, almost meaning ‘little man’!
(Cf. also Pss. :; :.) In later Aramaic a similar phrase came to
be used sometimes, rather like the English ‘one’, to refer to oneself
or (occasionally) someone else, in contexts where modesty or pru-
dence made a direct statement undesirable. But the phrase ‘the Son
of man’ seems to demand a more specific content than that, espe-
cially when it is seen that Jesus uses the phrase predominantly in
discussing the nature of his specific mission, not the lot of men in
general.

But there is no clear evidence that the phrase ‘the Son of man’ was
used thus as a title in any Jewish literature before the time of Jesus.

It is therefore likely that Jesus developed this strange usage himself,
perhaps deliberately in order to avoid a familiar title (such as ‘Mes-
siah’) which would already have carried its own meaning for Jesus’
hearers.

It is a strange usage: the Greek phrase ho hyios tou anthro-pou is as
unnatural as the English, and the Aramaic phrase bar-na-ša-’ would
not normally be used, as Jesus always used it, with a definite article.
It seems most likely that Jesus ‘coined’ the title on the basis
of the vision of ‘one like a son of man’ in Daniel : (a passage
to which he frequently referred in explaining his mission: see on
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:; :–; :; :; :; :; :); in Daniel this is no
title, simply a description of a human figure (as opposed to an
animal) in a vision, but Jesus’ definite article functions virtually
as a demonstrative, ‘that Son of man’, i.e. the one described in
Daniel :–, which Jesus clearly saw as a figure for his own
mission.

But while the phrase was probably derived from reflection on
Daniel :f., Jesus’ use of it as a title for himself extends far beyond
what that passage suggests. In addition to the future glory and tri-
umph depicted in Daniel :–, Jesus uses the phrase particularly
in predicting his own rejection, suffering and death, a theme which
Daniel  alone would not have required. Further, he speaks of his
ministry on earth, both in its humiliation (e.g. :) and in its au-
thority (e.g. :; :), under this title. It is, then, a wide-ranging term
whose content is fixed not by any predetermined meaning as a title
(for it had none), but by the breadth of Jesus’ own understanding of
his unique mission.

(iii) King. The title ‘King of the Jews’ will appear as the charge
against Jesus at his trial (:, , , ), where it is made clear
that Jesus is king in a very different sense from what the title
conveyed either to the Roman governor and his soldiers or to the
Jewish leaders. It might seem then that kingship is a theme better
avoided in presenting Jesus’ mission. But Matthew cannot set it aside.
For him Jesus is the true king: in : he presents him as the real king
of the Jews (in contrast with Herod), and in the genealogy of
:– Jesus’ royal ancestry is emphasized. In : the disciples look
forward to Jesus’ ‘kingdom’, and in :– Matthew points out
explicitly how Jesus’ entry to Jerusalem fulfils Zechariah’s proph-
ecy of the coming of ‘your king’. While Matthew’s Gospel,
like the other Synoptics, speaks much of the kingdom of God
(or ‘heaven’), he also includes a few references by Jesus to him-
self (‘the Son of man’) as having his own kingship (:; :;
:; :, ). In :ff. his kingship is described in terms used
in the Old Testament for that of God himself. And the Gospel

 M A T T H E W

. For this understanding of the phrase see C. F. D. Moule, The Origin of
Christology (), pp. –.



reaches its climax in the declaration of Jesus’ universal sovereignty
(:).

The kingship of Jesus is thus an important theme for Matthew.
Jesus ‘fulfils’ the institution of kingship in the Old Testament: he is
the ‘son of David’, the ‘greater than Solomon’ (see on :–, ). But
that kingship, even in the Old Testament, was only a delegated one.
The true king is God himself. And the theme of God’s kingship
(which is what the Greek words traditionally translated ‘the kingdom
of God’ mean) undergirds all Matthew’s Gospel, as indeed it was
clearly central to Jesus’ ministry as all three Synoptic Gospels
present it. The mission of Jesus was to establish God’s kingship. The
phrase ‘the kingdom of God’ therefore points not to a specific situ-
ation or event, but to ‘God in control’, with all the breadth of mean-
ing that that phrase could cover. Attempts to define ‘the kingdom of
God’ inevitably restrict this breadth, and so fail to do justice to the
variety of its usage in the Gospels. So, for instance, when the par-
ables of Matthew  tell us what ‘the kingdom of heaven is like’, they
are depicting in a variety of contexts what happens when God has
his way, when his will is done and his purpose fulfilled. When Jesus
tells his disciples to ‘seek his kingdom’ (:) he is telling them to ‘put
God first’, not prescribing a specific line of action, and when he tells
them to pray ‘Thy kingdom come’ this is no less broad in application
than the following clause ‘Thy will be done’. We shall see in the com-
mentary how important it is to maintain this broad perspective, and
not to allow our understanding of ‘kingdom of God’ language to be
prematurely restricted to a specific area of application.

In the preceding paragraphs I have spoken generally about ‘the
kingdom of God ’, because this is the phrase we usually find in the
Gospels. But it does not take much reading in Matthew to discover
that the phrase we find there is usually ‘the kingdom of heaven’ (lit.
‘the kingdom of the heavens’), a phrase totally absent from the other
Gospels. Matthew’s preference for this more typically Jewish form
(avoiding direct use of the name of God by a periphrasis: cf. Dan.
:, ‘Heaven rules’) is probably due to his predominantly Jewish
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readership. At any rate, comparison of Synoptic parallels soon con-
firms that it is merely a stylistic peculiarity of Matthew, and that there
is no difference in meaning. On a few occasions Matthew retains the
form ‘kingdom of God’, perhaps where there is emphasis on a per-
sonal response to God (see commentary on :; :, ; these,
together with :, are the only instances of ‘kingdom of God’ in
Matthew, but cf. also ‘my Father’s kingdom’ in :, ‘Thy kingdom’
in :, ‘his kingdom’ in :).

If Jesus is king, then, it is because God’s kingship has been es-
tablished through his ministry, so that, as : declares with refer-
ence to Daniel :, God has given him all authority in heaven and
on earth. In thus sharing God’s kingship, he also shares his function
as the judge of men (:; :; :; :ff.). And in that judg-
ment the criterion will be how men have responded to him (:–;
:ff.). Such language takes us well beyond any normal idea of
Messiahship such as the title ‘King of the Jews’ might have sug-
gested.

(iv) Son of God. Jesus’ language about himself as God’s Son, which
is so familiar to us from the Fourth Gospel, is not nearly so prom-
inent in the Synoptic Gospels. But it is there, sometimes slightly
veiled in parable (:–), sometimes explicit (:–, on which
see comments; :). Generally, however, language about Jesus as
Son of God occurs not in his own words but in what is said about
him, whether by God himself (:; :), by Satan echoing the voice
of God (:, ), by demons with their supernatural knowledge
(:), or by the disciples as their understanding of Jesus begins to
deepen (:; :–). Eventually the title comes into the centre
of Jesus’ confrontation with the Jewish leaders (:; :, ); but
while they reject it with mockery, Gentile soldiers perceive its truth
(:). Several of these references are peculiar to Matthew, and the
importance of this title for his Christology is shown as early as :,
where he applies to Jesus Hosea’s ‘son of God’ language about
Israel. But its full significance comes out only at the end of the
Gospel, where ‘the Son’ stands alongside the Father and the Holy
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Spirit as the object of a disciple’s allegiance (:).
Such language takes us far beyond the category of a Jewish Mes-

siah. In various ways the Gospel keeps hinting that this Jesus who
fulfils the hopes of the Old Testament is more than just a man sent
by God. His coming is the coming of God (see on :). He is one
who has no need to repent of sin (:–; cf. Matthew’s careful
avoidance in :– of the implication that Jesus does not share
the unique goodness of God). He is one who has heaven’s armies
at his command (:–). At his death and resurrection super-
natural portents take place (:–; :–). Even during his
earthly life it is appropriate for him to be ‘worshipped’ as ‘Lord’ (see
esp. :, and see on :; :; :, etc. for the implications of
Matthew’s use of kyrios and of the verb proskyneo-; the former occurs
with reference to Jesus  times in Matthew, as compared with only
about  in Mark; see further, TIM, pp. –, ).

This highest level of Matthew’s Christology is effectively summed
up in two verses which are often regarded as a ‘framework’ around
the Gospel. Near its beginning, Jesus is seen, in Isaiah’s words, as
‘God with us’ (:), while the Gospel closes with an assurance from
the Son, whose name stands with those of the Father and the Holy
Spirit, ‘I am with you always, to the close of the age’ (:–).

C. The law
If Matthew is to present Jesus as the fulfilment of the hopes of Is-
rael, one subject he cannot overlook is Jesus’ relation to the Old Tes-
tament law. Israel prided itself as the people to whom God had given
his law; it was the focus of their life and religion. It was concern for
the law which had led the scribes to develop in ever-increasing
complexity the detailed rules for correct life and worship which even-
tually went to make up the Mishnah, and it was the meticulous ob-
servance of these rules which was the chief distinguishing mark of
the ‘scribes and Pharisees’ who figure so prominently in Matthew’s
Gospel. How then does Jesus relate to this law? In what sense, if at
all, is it possible to speak of ‘fulfilment’ here?

It is clear even from the narrative content of the Gospel that this
was a major concern of Matthew. We see Jesus in debate with the
scribes and others over such questions as fasting, table-fellowship
with ‘sinners’, the use of the sabbath, obligation to parents, ritual
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defilement, obligation to pay the temple tax, the grounds of divorce,
imperial taxation, and which is the greatest commandment. These
were all issues of Rabbinic interest, and in such controversies Jesus
consistently stands out as one who is not content simply to endorse
existing interpretations of the law, but who calls for a more radical
obedience which, while it may be less literal, is never less de-
manding.

In :–, for instance, Jesus attacks scribal tradition on the
grounds that its casuistry allows men to escape the demands of true
obedience to the law. This is explicitly a defence of the command-
ment of God against the tradition of men. In the following verses,
however, Jesus enunciates a principle which will eventually under-
mine the conception of defilement which was the foundation of the
food-laws of the Old Testament itself. But while Mark :b boldly
draws this conclusion, Matthew does not, and it is suggested that
Matthew : represents a significant refusal on Matthew’s part to
accept the radical implications of Jesus’ teaching (see comments ad
loc.).

Is Matthew then more cautious than Mark in accepting that Jesus’
teaching in any way weakened the force of the Old Testament law?
Does he cast him rather as a defender of the law against scribal mis-
interpretation? Indeed one could go even further and find in two
passages peculiar to Matthew (:–, ) even a reinforcement of
scribal tradition itself, making Matthew an enthusiast for legalistic ob-
servance. I believe that this is not the force of those verses (see com-
mentary), and that even in regard to the continuing validity of the
Old Testament commandments Matthew’s Jesus is not so ‘conser-
vative’ as is sometimes suggested.

The main discussion of this issue is the long section :–, the
framework of which is peculiar to Matthew, even though some of
its specific contents have parallels in Luke and to a much lesser ex-
tent in Mark. This passage indicates a much less ‘conservative’ pic-
ture of Jesus than that suggested above. It begins with a Jesus who
finds it necessary to rebut the charge that his mission was to abol-
ish the law (:)! In repudiating this charge, verses – seem at
first sight to go back to endorsing the rigid legalism of the scribes,
but further study of the passage shows that this cannot be so.
Rather this ringing affirmation of the God-given authority of the law
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is set under the rubric of its ‘fulfilment’ by Jesus, and that fulfilment
points not to a continued literal observance of all its regulations, but
rather to a ‘greater righteousness’ (v. ), which is explicitly set over
against the legalism of the scribes and Pharisees, and which will cul-
minate in the most radical demand imaginable: ‘You must be perfect,
as your heavenly Father is perfect’ (v. ).

The examples of Jesus’ relation to the Old Testament law which
lead up to this staggering conclusion will include instances where he
reinforces its authority and where he apparently sets it aside. But all
the time what he is opposing is essentially an attitude which sees its
function as the mere provision of regulations to be observed to the
letter – and no more! Even when his prescriptions are such as the
scribes might have regarded as a weakening of the law’s literal ap-
plication, the effect is to make a far more searching ethical demand.
In all this, there is a sovereign freedom in Jesus’ willingness to pene-
trate to the true will of God which lies behind the law’s regulations.
The primary impact of the passage is not in terms of a new under-
standing of the law, but in terms of the significance of Jesus. ‘It
therefore becomes apparent that it is not so much Jesus’ stance to-
wards the law that Matthew is concerned to depict: it is how the Law
stands with regard to him, as the one who brings it to fulfilment and
to whom all attention must now be directed … The true solution lay
in understanding “fulfilment” in terms of an affirmation of the
whole of the Law, yet only through its transformation into the
teaching of Christ which was something new and unique in com-
parison with it.’

The presentation of Jesus and the law is thus part of Matthew’s
Christology of fulfilment. And its effect is the very opposite of le-
galistic. It is incredible that such a label could ever have been attached
to an Evangelist who twice quotes Hosea : against Pharisaic ob-
jections (:; :), who frequently emphasizes the priority of love
over mere external piety (:ff.; :; :; :–; :ff., etc.),
and whose Gospel demands a righteousness which exceeds that of
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the scribes and Pharisees, not by beating them at their own game, but
by exemplifying the more far-reaching principles taught by the one
of whom ‘all the prophets and the law prophesied’ (:).

D. The people of God
Fundamental as the law was to Israel’s self-understanding, Matthew’s
presentation of fulfilment in Jesus goes still deeper. He is also the
‘fulfilment’ of Israel itself. His coming has brought a decisive change
to what it means to be the special people of God.

We have seen above that Matthew writes from the point of view
of a Jewish Christian, to whom Jewish interests are important, and
yet who finds himself obliged to distance himself decisively from the
majority of his nation. In this section we shall consider this tension
particularly from the point of view of the Christology which gives
rise to it. This is, of course, not a concern which is peculiar to
Matthew. It was necessarily a central issue in the ministry of the one
who presented himself as the Jews’ Messiah, but whom the Jews as
a whole rejected. All the Gospel writers, even Luke the Gentile, are
clearly aware of the importance and the difficulty of the issue. John
in particular highlights it. But in Matthew it comes before us in
sharper focus. Several of the most telling statements on the subject
appear only in his Gospel.

(i) The failure of Israel. John the Baptist called Israel to repentance
in the light of coming judgment (see on :–). His new type of
baptism symbolized what he explicitly proclaimed (:–), that
this judgment threatened the ‘children of Abraham’ themselves,
whose deeds had not matched up to their privileged status. And
Matthew takes care to show Jesus’ ministry as in direct succession
to that of John, as the bringer of ‘Holy Spirit and fire’, the one who
is to implement the judgment (:–).

So we hear repeatedly Jesus’ condemnation of ‘this generation’ for
its failure to recognize God’s messengers and to respond to his call
(:–; :–; :; :), culminating in the clear warning
that now the rebellion of Israel has gone too far, and that the time
for judgment has come (:–), which leads on in its turn to the
prediction of the destruction of the temple (:–; :ff., lead-
ing up to :, ‘this generation’). No wonder Jesus was seen as a sec-
ond Jeremiah (see on :)!
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Of course Israel had experienced judgment (including destruction
of the temple) before, as in the time of Jeremiah. But there is a
note of finality this time which is particularly pronounced in
Matthew’s account. The section where this comes to the fore is
chapters  – , where Matthew has brought together a variety of
sayings and incidents which together add up to a clear repudiation
of the official leadership of Israel. Jesus’ demonstration in the
temple and his symbolic cursing of the fig-tree (Matthew emphasizes
the immediacy of the effect), the challenge to Jesus’ authority and his
deliberate endorsement of John the Baptist’s ministry of warning,
the sequence of three polemical parables, which add up to a scathing
indictment of the nation’s failure to produce ‘fruit’ and the threat of
replacement by ‘another nation’, the series of theological and other
debates in which Jesus progressively worsts his opponents (:),
after which they remain silent throughout chapter  while he
ruthlessly exposes their ‘hypocrisy’ and expresses God’s repudiation
of their empty worship, and warns that the long-delayed judgment
must now fall – all this amounts to a powerful climax to the
confrontation which has built up throughout the Gospel.

Jesus’ strictures are focused on the leaders of the nation, and
particularly on its religious leaders (‘scribes and Pharisees’). But
the parables of : – : point to more than a change of lead-
ership, with : speaking explicitly of a new ‘nation’; and the
threatened judgment on Jerusalem will affect more than just the
leaders. The terrible cry of ‘all the people’ in :– makes it
clear that Jesus is rejected by the nation as a whole, not just by its
leaders, and the point is underlined by the use here not of ochloi
(‘crowds’) but laos, the term particularly used for Israel in its
privileged status as the people of God. In the rejection of Jesus that
status has been forfeited; God will find elsewhere ‘a nation which
produces the fruit’ (:).

This perspective is summed up in the saying of Jesus which
Matthew has recorded in the context of a Gentile whose faith is
greater than any found in Israel: ‘Many will come from east and west
and sit at table with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of
heaven, while the sons of the kingdom will be thrown into the outer
darkness’ (:–). In speaking not only of the rejection of the
‘sons of the kingdom’, but also of their replacement by others, this
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saying captures the balance of Matthew’s approach to the subject.
For the loss of Israel’s privilege is not so much an end as a new be-
ginning, opening the way for a true people of God to be constituted
in which Jew and Gentile alike may be members, not now on the
basis of their nationality, but of their response to Jesus.

(ii) The true Israel. C. H. Dodd suggested that in Jesus’ view ‘The
Messiah is not only founder and leader of the Israel-to-be, the new
people of God; he is its “inclusive representative”. In a real sense he
is the true Israel, carrying through in his own experience the process
through which it comes into being.’

Matthew also seems to present this idea that Jesus himself is the
true Israel. Perhaps it is already implicit in his presentation of Jesus
as ‘King of the Jews’ (see above), but it comes to more obvious ex-
pression in some of the typological references to the Old Testament.
The use of Hosea : in : makes sense only if Jesus, as God’s
son, is equated with Israel as ‘God’s son’. The same typology
underlies the references to Deuteronomy  –  in the account of
Jesus’ testing in the wilderness (:–; see commentary ad loc.). The
parable which most clearly speaks of the failure and replacement of
Israel (:–) concludes with Jesus’ reference to Psalm :, a
passage about Israel’s unexpected vindication but now transferred
to Jesus in his vindication over against Israel’s rebellion.

In discussing Matthew’s typology above we noted his remarkable
concentration in chapter  of Jesus’ sayings about ‘a greater than
the temple/Jonah/Solomon’, the effect of which is to place Jesus as
the ‘fulfilment’ of the main pillars of the institutional life of Old Tes-
tament Israel. The implication is that the focus of the true Israel is
not now in the cult, the prophet, or the king, but in Jesus.

But the theme of Jesus as the true Israel is not the dominant one
in the Gospel. For the result of Jesus’ ministry was the creation of
a community of those who responded to his message. There is evi-
dence in Matthew that it was not only in Jesus himself, but also in
this disciple group, in distinction from unbelieving Israel, that the
true people of God was now to be found.

Jesus seems to have thought of them as a sort of ‘righteous
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remnant’ of Israel, such as the prophets often spoke of. Thus in
:– he speaks of the majority of his hearers in words taken
from Isaiah’s call to preach to unresponsive Israel, but contrasts them
with his disciples, to whom the privilege of understanding God’s
secrets has been given. They are the ‘meek’ who in the Psalms
represent God’s true servants (:). They are called to fulfil the
special calling of Israel to be holy, as God is holy (see on :). They
are the true flock of God as described in Zechariah (:). They will
constitute Jesus’ ekkle-sia, a prominent Old Testament word for the
congregation of God’s people (:).

The focus of Israel’s national life in the Old Testament had been
the covenant made at Sinai, but now Jesus’ blood will seal a new
covenant such as Jeremiah had predicted (:); and a new covenant
means a new basis of existence for the people of God. In speaking
of the temple destroyed and rebuilt (see on :, and cf. the im-
plications of the saying of : and the repudiation of existing tem-
ple worship in :–) Jesus looked forward to a new basis of wor-
ship for the true people of God, and one that envisaged the literal
destruction of the old order (:).

Such pointers towards a new people of God are given further sub-
stance by Jesus’ deliberate choice of twelve disciples as the leadership
of his new community, and the implication is spelt out in :,
which envisages them sitting ‘on twelve thrones, judging the twelve
tribes of Israel’.

Matthew records no explicit description of the disciples as ‘Israel’,
‘the true Israel’ or the like, but the indications listed above point un-
mistakably towards the idea, as do a number of passages where Old
Testament prophecies relating to Israel are applied to the disciples
of Jesus (see comments on :; :).

Through its rejection of God’s final appeal the nation as such has
forfeited its claim to be the people of God. Jesus now represents all
that Israel should have been, and in those who belong to him the
purposes of God for Israel find their fulfilment.

(iii) The nature of the new community. Both John and Jesus called on
Israel to repent (:; :), to recognize that mere membership of
the nation was not all that God required. It was ‘sins’ that stood in
the way (:), and Jesus came to offer forgiveness of sins (:; :;
:). Those who responded to this message thus became a
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community of the forgiven (a fact which must underlie their
reaction to one another: :–; :–). Their lives would
necessarily become conspicuously different from those around them
(:–, etc.), so that they, unlike the nation as a whole, would
produce the ‘fruit’ God expected of his people (see comments on
the three parables of : – :).

Membership in the people of God is thus no longer a matter of
belonging to the right social or ethnic group. What matters is the re-
sponse to Jesus’ message (:–; :–), the establishment of
a proper relationship with him (:–; :–). And that re-
sponse can be made by those outside Israel as well as by those within,
even though for the time being his appeal must be made to ‘the lost
sheep of the house of Israel’ (:). The faith of the Gentile cen-
turion is therefore significant, not only because it is greater than that
of any in Israel, but because it points forward to the coming of many
from east and west to join the Israelite patriarchs at the Messianic
banquet (:–); those who share the centurion’s faith are thus not
merely saved in addition to Israel – they become part of the true
Israel. It can therefore no longer be a national entity. The universal
mission of : is thus the necessary outcome of the whole basis
of membership of the people of God which has emerged through-
out the Gospel. It is in Jesus, the true Israel, that the people of God
now finds its coherence.

But to recognize that Matthew records Jesus’ creation of a new
community does not entail reading into his Gospel all the institu-
tional paraphernalia which the word ‘church’ tends to suggest to us.
Indeed, when this Gospel is compared with the letters of Paul,
mostly written before even the earliest date suggested for Matthew,
it is remarkable how lacking it is in ‘church’ terminology. No church
officers are mentioned, even in :– which might seem to invite
specific application. ‘One never reads: you are “the true Israel”, the
“saints”, the “elect”, the “church of the new covenant”.’ The
impression one gains is that Jesus looked forward to, and Matthew
is writing for, a community conscious of its own distinctive existence

 M A T T H E W

. G. Bornkamm, TIM, p, . He sees in Matthew ‘only the most meagre
beginnings of a real ecclesiology’.



and calling as the people of the Messiah, but not yet for-
mally structured as an institution. It is a community aware of its dif-
ference from unbelieving Israel, and of its potentially universal
scope, but far from wishing to repudiate its Old Testament roots, it
is anxious to affirm that in Jesus and his people Israel’s destiny is
fulfilled.

. The structure of Matthew’s Gospel

I shall propose in the next section an analysis of the contents of the
Gospel which will form the basis of the commentary that follows. But
it must be recognized that no two commentators ever agree on the right
way to analyse the text in detail, even if they agree on the main divisions.
In the case of Matthew even the main divisions are still debated.

This might suggest that the Gospel is an untidy and illogical
jumble of disconnected bits. But most readers have been impressed
by the careful arrangement of at least some sections of the book,
and we shall see that the disagreement over the overall structure is
the result of too many pointers rather than of too few.

Among the more obviously deliberate structural patterns in de-
tail, most of which are peculiar to Matthew (the exceptions are
marked*), we might note:

three groups of fourteen generations (:–)
*three temptations with quotations in reply (:–)
eight beatitudes (:–)
six ‘antitheses’ (:–)
three types of religious observance (:–, –)
*three symbolic actions (:–)
three polemical parables (: – :)
seven woes on scribes and Pharisees (:–)
*three prayers and returns to sleeping disciples (:–)
*three denials by Peter (:–)

Most of these are marked by clearly repeated phrases or more ex-
tensive formal correspondence between the sections, and the effect
is to make them easily memorable. Groups of three are particularly
frequent, and can be traced very often in the Gospel even where
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there is no formal correspondence of the members. Such re-
peated phrases as ‘Do not fear’ in :, , , ‘is not worthy of me’
in :–, ‘little ones’ in :, , , and such memorably struc-
tured sayings as :; :–, –, – similarly serve to aid
memory. They reflect, no doubt, the skill of Jesus as a teacher, but
it is a skill which Matthew seems to have learnt in good measure.

On a rather larger scale, most commentators agree that there is
evidence of careful construction of at least some major sections of
the Gospel, even though the precise rationale of the structure is not
so generally agreed. Thus the five formula-quotations of : – :
serve as a framework for this entire section; chapters  –  relate ten
miracles, which are often seen as structured in three groups of
three; chapter , is a carefully arranged sequence of parables
with interspersed comments and interpretation; and the strangely
repeated introduction of the guard at the tomb suggests a deliber-
ately chiastic structure in : – :.

In discerning such structural patterns there is, of course, unlim-
ited scope for the imaginative commentator to ‘discover’ patterns of
which the text gives no hint, and which are more likely to be in the
mind of the modern reader with his love of neat ‘tables of contents’
than in that of Matthew. In the analysis that follows there are sev-
eral sections where, while an overall theme of the section may be
suggested in very general terms, the component parts neither fit into
a clear structural pattern nor do they closely relate to one another
in theme. But when due allowance has been made for the fact that
Matthew may not have felt obliged to fit each section neatly into an
overall scheme, there is sufficient evidence of careful arrangement
both in detail and in broader outline to mark Matthew out as a
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. For a much longer list of such groupings, mainly in threes, see ICC,
p. .

. See below, pp. –, for details.
. See below, p. .
. See below, p. .
. See e.g. sections G, A, A in the scheme below. In each of these, while

there is a clear link between some sub-sections, others seem not to have
any obvious connection with their context.



careful compiler rather than a haphazard collector of unconnected
bits of tradition.

Turning to the structure of the Gospel as a whole, at least three
different ways of approaching it need to be noticed.

(i) The ‘Marcan outline’. This approach relies more on subject-
matter than on explicit ‘markers’ in the text. It notes that the pro-
gression of the story basically follows that of Mark’s Gospel. This
could be set out roughly as follows:

This structure may be understood in two ways. First, it is a clear geo-
graphical itinerary, from Galilee to Jerusalem, the two phases being to-
tally separate (in contrast with John’s Gospel, which records frequent
visits to Jerusalem). But secondly, parallel with the geographical
movement is a dramatic development from the enthusiasm of the
Galilean crowds to the hostility of the Jerusalem authorities, which leads
inevitably to the dramatic dénouement of the passion story. In this de-
velopment the episode at Caesarea Philippi (Mark :ff.;
Matt. :ff.) is the vital turning-point, for it is here that the varying
responses to Jesus in Galilee are brought to a head, both in Peter’s
recognition of Jesus as the Messiah and in Jesus’ consequent revelation
that his mission will be one of rejection and death. After this
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. See below, on :, for the suggestion that there is a theological
symbolism in this geographical pattern.

Introduction Mark :– Matt. : – :

Ministry in Galilee Mark : – : Matt. : – :

Wider ministry in
the north

Mark : – : Matt. : – :

Towards Jerusalem Mark : – : Matt. : – :

Confrontation in
Jerusalem

Mark : – : Matt. : – :

Passion and
resurrection

Mark : – : Matt. : – :



the whole tone of his teaching changes, and the movement towards the
cross gathers speed and inevitability like the river above a waterfall.

This powerful dramatic structure is undoubtedly at least part of
Matthew’s plan for his Gospel. Occasional pointers in the text sug-
gest that he not only shares this structure with Mark, but has delib-
erately emphasized it. See, e.g., the geographical notices, and men-
tions of Jesus’ ‘withdrawals’ in :–; :–; :; :;
:; :; :; :; :. Whatever else may be concluded
about Matthew’s literary structure, the ‘Marcan outline’ must form
an essential part of our understanding of the plan of his work.

(ii) ‘From that time Jesus began …’. Building on an earlier suggestion
by N. B. Stonehouse, J. D. Kingsbury has argued that Matthew has
given us a more specific pointer to the major sections of his Gospel
in the repetition in : and : of the phrase ‘From that time
Jesus began …’ . In each case it marks a decisive new phase of Jesus’
ministry: in : the beginning of public preaching in Galilee, and in
: the beginning of private instruction of the disciples on the true
nature of his mission and its destined end in his death in Jerusalem.
On this basis Kingsbury proposed the following overall scheme:

As far as it goes, this is a valuable observation, which has the ad-
vantage of focusing on what does look like a deliberate transition
formula. But these three sections should not be regarded as entirely
self-contained and/or as conferring a complete thematic unity on all
the material within each section. The last in particular covers a very
wide range of material, containing within itself verses like : and
: which seem to point as clearly to a new phase in the story as
does the formula of : and :.

 M A T T H E W

. See below, on :.
. Kingsbury, pp. –.

: – : The Person of Jesus Messiah

: – : The proclamation of Jesus Messiah

: – : The suffering, death and resurrection of Jesus
Messiah.



It is worth observing, moreover, that the transition points in
Kingsbury’s scheme are virtually the same as two of those noted in
the ‘Marcan outline’. This means that this formula serves to point
up two of the major developments in the story which in any case
may be discerned from the subject matter. In other words, Kings-
bury’s scheme is not in competition with, but rather serves as a fur-
ther refinement of, the structural pattern shared with Mark.

(iii) ‘When Jesus had finished these sayings …’. Kingsbury’s observation
of a transition-formula in : and : was made in deliberate
contrast to what has been the more traditional way to divide up
Matthew’s Gospel. This was on the basis of a formula repeated five
times, which reads literally (with slight variations), ‘And it happened,
when Jesus had finished these sayings, that he …’, after which a new
phase of the story begins (:; :; :; :; :). The word-
ing of the formula is unusual in Matthew (the Semitic introduction
‘and it happened’ followed by a main verb occurs elsewhere only in
:, and the verb teleo-, ‘complete’, only in :; see further on :),
and its standard form, more impressive in the Greek than in RSV, in-
dicates a deliberate structural marker. In each case it concludes a
major section of teaching by Jesus, after which the narrative is re-
sumed, and these sections have therefore been identified as the five
major discourses of Matthew. Each shows evidence of Matthew’s
editorial activity in bringing together various sayings of Jesus on a
given subject (in each case on the basis of a shorter section of teach-
ing preserved in Mark or Luke), and the result is a fairly clearly de-
fined subject area for each discourse (see table below).

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

. These are, respectively, for chs.  – , Luke :–; for ch. , Mark
:–; for ch. , Mark :–; for ch. , Mark :–; for chs.  –
, Mark .

Chapters  –  Jesus’ teaching about discipleship
Chapter  Jesus’ teaching about mission
Chapter  Jesus’ teaching in parables (the overall subject

being ‘the kingdom of heaven’)
Chapter  Jesus’ teaching about relationships among

disciples
Chapters  –  Jesus’ teaching about the future



For each of these individually see the introductory comments in the
commentary ad loc.

To observe that Matthew has included in his Gospel five major
discourses does not, however, in itself determine the structural pat-
tern of the Gospel as a whole. This further step has been taken most
notably by B. W. Bacon, who described the Gospel as ‘The Five
Books of Matthew against the Jews’, a deliberate ‘Christian Penta-
teuch’ to replace that of Moses. Each ‘book’ then consists of a sec-
tion of narrative succeeded by a discourse. The resultant structure
is shown in the table as follows:

 M A T T H E W

. B. W. Bacon, Studies in Matthew ().
. For a modified analysis along similar ‘pentateuchal’ lines see also Hill,

pp. –.

Chapters
Preamble  – 

Book one: Discipleship
Narrative  – 

Discourse  – 

Book two: Apostleship
Narrative  – 

Discourse 

Book three: The hiding of the revelation
Narrative  – 

Discourse 

Book four: Church administration
Narrative  – 

Discourse 

Book five: The judgment
Narrative  – 

Discourse  – 

Epilogue  – 

Bacon’s analysis has been frequently discussed, notably by Davies
(pp. –). It has been particularly objected that (i) the internal



coherence of the narrative and discourse which make up each ‘book’
is not usually obvious; (ii) the neat chapter division above conceals
some awkward decisions, such as the place of chapter ; (iii) the
formula explicitly concludes a collection of sayings, not a ‘book’ in-
cluding narrative; (iv) the description of the whole passion narrative
as an ‘epilogue’, incidental to the main structure of the Gospel,
hardly fits its actual function as the dramatic climax of the whole
story!

A recent article by D. W. Gooding has modified Bacon’s theory
by rejecting the division of each ‘book’ into narrative + discourse,
seeing the formula rather as a conclusion to the preceding section
as a whole, not just the discourse, and especially by observing that
the formula serves not only to conclude but also to introduce the
section which follows; i.e. it is not a concluding formula but a tran-
sition formula.

Clearly an analysis of the Gospel on the basis of this formula will
produce a different scheme from that proposed by Kingsbury. The
key question is which of the two more effectively displays the de-
velopment of the story, and from this point of view the fact that the
formula of : and : more directly corresponds to the Marcan
outline is in its favour. It is preferable, therefore, to understand the
formula of :, etc. not as a pointer to the overall structure of the
Gospel, but as indicating the end of Matthew’s ‘interludes’ of col-
lected teaching, after which the narrative is resumed. The ‘dis-
courses’ therefore fit within the overall narrative structure of the
Gospel, but do not determine it.

The analysis that follows attempts to take into account the insights
into the structure of the Gospel which have been discussed above.
At many points I am fairly confident that it reflects Matthew’s con-
scious purpose in putting his material together in the way he did. But
it must be stressed that my headings and subheadings have no more
authority than the traditional chapter and verse divisions. They are
simply attempts to guide the reader through a text which itself car-
ried no such indications of sections, and which was probably
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. See below, p. .
. Revue Biblique  (), pp. –.



designed in the first instance to be read aloud to the congregation,
quite possibly in much larger sections than my analysis suggests. In-
deed perhaps the best way to appreciate the structure of a Gospel
is not so much to sit down to analyse it in detail, but rather to read
it as a whole (or better to hear it read), if possible at one sitting, and
thus to allow it to make its own impact as its author intended.
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ANALYSIS

. THE BIRTH AND PREPARATION OF JESUS
(: – :)

A. The birth and childhood of Jesus (: – :)

i. The genealogy of Jesus the Messiah (:–)
ii. The origin and name of Jesus the Messiah (:–)
iii. The visit of the Magi (:–)
iv. The flight of Egypt and the return (:–)

B. The preparation for Jesus’ public ministry (: – :)

i. The ministry of John the Baptist (:–)
ii. The baptism of Jesus (:–)
iii. The test (:–)
iv. The withdrawal to Galilee (:–)



. PUBLIC MINISTRY IN AND AROUND GALILEE
(: – :)

A. Introduction to the public ministry (:–)

i. Summary of Jesus’ preaching (:)
ii. The call of four disciples (:–)
iii. Summary of the public ministry (:–)

B. Jesus’ teaching on discipleship (: – :)

i. Introduction (:–)
ii. The advantages of discipleship (:–)
iii. The distinctiveness of the disciple (:–)
iv. Jesus’ attitude to the Old Testament (:–)
v. Examples of Jesus’ radical ethic (:–)

vi. Teaching on religious observance (:–)
vii. The disciple’s attitude to material possessions (:–)
viii. The disciples’ attitude to one another (:–)
ix. The disciple’s attitude to God (:–)
x. Summary of Jesus’ ethic (:)
xi. Warnings against spurious discipleship (:–)
xii. Conclusion (:–)

C. A selection of Jesus’ miracles (: – :)

i. The leper (:–)
ii. The centurion’s servant (:–)
iii. Peter’s mother-in-law (:–)
iv. Summary of Jesus’ healing ministry (:–)
v. Two would-be followers (:–)

vi. Calming the storm (:–)
vii. The Gadarene demoniacs (:–)
viii. The paralytic (:–)
ix. The call of Matthew (:–)
x. The question about fasting (:–)
xi. The ruler’s daughter and the woman with a haemorrhage (:–)
xii. Two blind men (:–)
xiii. A dumb man (:–)
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D. The parallel ministry of the disciples (: – :)

i. Summary and introduction (:–)
ii. The twelve (:–)
iii. Instructions for their mission (:–)
iv. Warnings of conflict and persecution (:–)
v. The privileged status of the disciple (:–)

vi. Conclusion (:)

E. Varying response to Jesus’ Messianic activity
(: – :)

i. John the Baptist (:–)
ii. Towns which rejected Jesus’ appeal (:–)
iii. The true response to Jesus’ appeal (:–)
iv. Objections to Jesus’ free attitude to the sabbath (:–)
v. Jesus’ response to opposition (:–)

vi. Jesus accused of collusion with the devil, and his response
(:–)

vii. Jesus’ verdict on ‘this generation’ (:–)
viii. Jesus’ true family (:–)

F. Jesus’ teaching in parables (:–)

i. The sower (:–)
ii. The purpose of parables (:–)
iii. Explanation of the sower (:–)
iv. Three parables of growth: the weeds, the mustard seed and the

yeast (:–)
v. The purpose of parables (:–)

vi. Explanation of the weeds (:–)
vii. Three further parables: the treasure, the pearl and the net

(:–)
viii. Concluding parable: the householder (:–)

G. Varying response to Jesus’ teaching and miracles
(: – :)

i. Nazareth rejects Jesus (:–)
ii. Herod Antipas thinks Jesus is John the Baptist revived

(:–)
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iii. Jesus feeds a large crowd (:–)
iv. Jesus walks on the water (:–)
v. The popularity of Jesus as a healer (:–)

vi. Dispute with Pharisees and scribes over defilement (:–)
vii. A Gentile woman’s faith (:–)
viii. Healing ministry among the Gentiles (:–)
ix. Second feeding of a crowd (:–)
x. Jesus’ repudiation of Pharisees and Sadducees (:–)
xi. Jesus is the Messiah (:–)

. PRIVATE MINISTRY IN GALILEE: PREPARING
THE DISCIPLES (: – :)

A. Teaching on Jesus’ mission (: – :)

i. First announcement of Jesus’ suffering and death (:–)
ii. Discipleship will also involve suffering (:–)
iii. A vision of Jesus’ glory (:–)
iv. The power of faith (:–)
v. Second announcement of Jesus’ suffering and death (:–)

vi. The question of the temple tax (:–)

B. Teaching on relationships among the disciples (:–)

i. True greatness (:–)
ii. On stumbling-blocks (:–)
iii. Care for the ‘little ones’ (:–)
iv. ‘If your brother sins …’ (:–)
v. Forgiving personal offences (:–)

. MINISTRY IN JUDEA (: – :)

A. On the way to Jerusalem (: – :)

i. Introduction (:–)
ii. Teaching on divorce and marriage (:–)
iii. The blessing of the children (:–)
iv. The rich young man (:–)
v. Wealth and rewards (:–)

vi. The parable of equal wages for unequal work (:–)
vii. Third announcement of Jesus’ suffering and death (:–)
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viii. James and John: greatness in service (:–)
ix. Two blind men (:–)

B. Arrival in Jerusalem (:–)

i. The entry (:–)
ii. The demonstration in the temple (:–)
iii. The lesson of the fig-tree (:–)

C. Controversies with the Jewish leaders (: – :)

i. The question of authority (:–)
ii. Three polemical parables: the two sons, the tenants of the

vineyard, and the wedding feast (: – :)
iii. The question of imperial taxes (:–)
iv. The question about resurrection (:–)
v. The greatest commandment (:–)

vi. The Messiah as Son of David (:–)
vii. The failure of scribes and Pharisees (:–)
viii. The fate of Jerusalem (:–)

D. Jesus’ teaching about the future (: – :)

i. Jesus foretells the destruction of the temple (:–)
ii. Warnings against premature expectation (:–)
iii. The coming crisis in Judea (:–)
iv. Climax of the crisis within ‘this generation’ (:–)

  v. The unexpected parousia of the Son of man
(: – :)

vi. The parable of the talents (:–)
vii. The last judgment (:–)

. THE DEATH AND RESURRECTION OF JESUS
(: – :)

A. Preparation for the passion (:–)

i. Introduction (:–)
ii. The plot against Jesus (:–)
iii. The anointing at Bethany (:–)
iv. Judas joins the plot (:–)
v. The Last Supper (:–)
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vi. Jesus predicts Peter’s denial (:–)
vii. Jesus’ prayer in Gethsemane (:–)

B. The arrest and trial of Jesus (: – :)

i. The arrest (:–)
ii. The Jewish ‘trial’ (:–)
iii. Peter’s failure (:–)
iv. Jesus is transferred to the Roman governor (:–)
v. The death of Judas (:–)

vi. The Roman trial (:–)

C. The crucifixion of Jesus (:–)

i. The mockery by the soldiers (:–)
ii. The crucifixion (:–)
iii. The death of Jesus (:–)

D. The burial and resurrection of Jesus (: – :)

i. Jesus dead and buried (:–)
ii. The setting of the guard (:–)
iii. The empty tomb and the risen Lord (:–)
iv. The report of the guard (:–)
v. Jesus alive and sovereign (:–)
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COMMENTARY

 . THE BIRTH AND PREPARATION OF
JESUS (: ‒ : )

The analysis of the Gospel given above (pp. –) has shown that
: marks the beginning of the first main phase of Jesus’ public
ministry. In these preceding chapters Matthew introduces the Jesus
whose ministry he is going to describe. Who is this Jesus, and where
does he come from? So chapters  –  explain his origin, and : –
: outlines his preparation immediately before he appeared in pub-
lic.In all this, Matthew is primarily concerned to show Jesus as the
one in whom the hopes of the Old Testament find their fulfilment.
Six times in these chapters we find the formula ‘This was to fulfil
what the Lord had spoken by the prophet’ or the like, introducing
the ‘formula-quotations’ (see pp. –) which are a special feature
of Matthew’s Gospel; and the quotations so introduced do not re-
late to specific things which Jesus did, but to more general charac-
teristics, his name and birth (:–) and the geographical location
of his birth, childhood and ministry (:–, , –, ; :–).
Matthew thus demonstrates that the overall framework of Jesus’



preparation for his ministry corresponds to the pattern laid down in
the Old Testament. Moreover, as the commentary will make clear,
every section of these chapters, whether it includes a formula-
quotation or not, is heavily weighted to showing the correspondence
of Jesus’ preparation to the Old Testament pattern.

Alongside this very striking concentration on introducing Jesus as
the fulfilment of the Old Testament runs a higher note: Jesus is the
Son of God. This, one of the main themes of Matthew’s Gospel as
a whole, is clearly implied by his stress on the conception of Jesus by
the Holy Spirit (:, ), and by the name Immanuel, ‘God with us’
(:), and becomes explicit in : and :, from which it is taken
up to become the central theme of the testing of Jesus in :–.

Thus by the time the reader comes to : he is well prepared to
see this Jesus not just as a preacher of God’s message, but as the
Messiah to whom the whole Old Testament revelation pointed for-
ward, and even more than that, as the Son of God. There is no lit-
erary suspense; in these opening chapters Matthew has laid his
theological cards on the table, and he expects the reader to come to
the account of Jesus’ ministry with this orientation already decided.

A. The birth and childhood of Jesus (: – :)

The subject-matter of these chapters is, as the heading indicates, the
beginning of Jesus’ life. But a better description of their aim and con-
tents would be ‘scriptural proofs of the Messiahship of Jesus’. The
genealogy concentrates on linking Jesus to David, whose ‘son’ the
Messiah was to be, and fits him into the whole development of
God’s purpose of salvation in the Old Testament. Then the re-
maining  verses, dealing with Jesus’ birth and childhood, contain
no less than five of Matthew’s eleven formula-quotations, as well as
a sustained parallel between the origins of Jesus and of Moses, and
other allusions to Old Testament passages.

The very deliberate scriptural orientation of Matthew in these
chapters is seen when they are compared with the infancy narratives
of Luke ( – ). Luke tells delightful stories, with living characters,
in whom he is clearly interested for their own sake. He sets the scene
for Jesus’ life in the history and expectations of the Jewish people,
provides a sketch of his family background, and gives us such
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meagre information as we possess on his growth as a child. Matthew,
by contrast, provides merely the basic facts of Jesus’ birth, the visit
of the Magi, and his family’s geographical movements, only so far
as is needed to show the historical application of his chosen scrip-
tural texts. Even the visit of the Magi, Matthew’s most elaborate
story, is in fact, as we shall see, carefully related to bring out the
theme of Jesus’ fulfilment of prophecy. His striking emphasis on
geographical locations in chapter  leads in each case directly to an
appropriate Old Testament text.

So obvious is Matthew’s preoccupation with Scripture fulfilment in
these chapters that it is sometimes suggested that the ‘facts’ that he re-
lates are themselves the product of his own imaginative study of the
Scriptures (and, in Gundry’s view, his free adaptation of an earlier form
of the stories of Luke  – ), so that the virgin birth, the Magi, the flight
to Egypt and the slaughter of the children are fictitious stories sug-
gested to Matthew’s lively imagination by the texts around which he re-
lates them. This seems the more plausible when it is noted that none
of the events recorded in chapter  is mentioned in the rest of the New
Testament (unless Gundry is right in deriving them from the Lucan
stories) or independently anywhere else, beyond the location of Jesus’
birth in Bethlehem and his later residence in Nazareth, and the basic his-
torical datum of Archelaus’ succession to his father, Herod the Great.

It cannot be maintained, however, that there is any improbability in
the basic features of these stories in the light of the historical circum-
stances of the time. What we know of the cult of astrology, of Herod’s
character and his political vulnerability, and of the rule of Archelaus
fits in well with Matthew’s narrative, and the choice of Egypt as a place
of refuge by a suspect Jewish family is entirely probable. It is in such
details as the moving star and the angelic warnings, not in the outline
of the stories themselves, that historians are likely to find difficulties.

The suggestion that Matthew created these stories out of the Old
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Testament texts around which they are woven is not easy to main-
tain when it is noted that several of the Old Testament texts explicitly
quoted are not ones which would naturally be associated with
Messianic fulfilment. Indeed their character is such that it is hard to
see why they should ever have been introduced into a Christian ac-
count of Jesus’ origins unless the facts themselves suggested them.
Hosea : and Jeremiah : (Matt. :, ) in particular have in
themselves no obvious reference to Jesus, and there is no indication
that either was interpreted Messianically at the time; and the ‘quota-
tion’ in Matthew : does not appear in the Old Testament at all!
The only conceivable reason for introducing these texts is that it was
already known that Jesus went to Egypt, that there was a slaughter
of children, and that Jesus’ home was in Nazareth, and that scrip-
tural justification was desired for these elements in his background.

In fact the aim of the formula-quotations in chapter  seems to be
primarily apologetic, explaining some of the unexpected features in
Jesus’ background, particularly his geographical origins. It would be
a strange apologetic which invented ‘facts’ in order to defend them!

i. The genealogy of Jesus the Messiah (:–)
To us, a genealogy may seem a very tedious way to begin a book, and
a waste of space. To the Jewish world in which Matthew belonged
it was a matter of importance, as a glance at the numerous ge-
nealogies of the Old Testament makes clear. But Matthew is not
merely conforming to Jewish literary convention. The way he pres-
ents his genealogy shows that it introduces several important strands
into his presentation of Jesus as the Messiah. . It places Jesus fully
in line with the history of Old Testament Israel, as one famous name
after another reminds the reader of the forward movement of
God’s saving purpose. . By organizing that history into a regular
scheme of three groups of fourteen generations (see on :), it in-
dicates that the time of preparation is now complete, and that in
Jesus the time of fulfilment has arrived. . By tracing Jesus’ descent
through the royal line of Judah, it stakes his claim to the title ‘King
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of the Jews’ (see p. ). . It establishes his status as ‘son of David’,
not only by emphasizing David’s place in the genealogy (see on :),
but, perhaps, by a play on the name of David in the use of the num-
ber fourteen (see on :). . The mention of certain ‘irregularities’
in the ancestry of the royal line of Judah serves to counter objec-
tions to the manner of Jesus’ birth (see on :–). The genealogy is
thus a vital part of the conception of Matthew’s introductory sec-
tion. It is ‘a résumé of salvation history, of God’s way with Israel’.

Luke’s version of the genealogy of Jesus (Luke :–) differs
considerably from that of Matthew, not only in that it goes further
back (to ‘Adam, the son of God’, thus putting Jesus in the context of
the whole human race, not just the Jewish nation), but in the names
it includes. From Abraham to David there is close agreement, but
from David the two lists diverge, as Matthew follows the line of suc-
cession to the throne of Judah from Solomon, whereas Luke’s list
goes through Nathan, another son of David, and converges with
Matthew’s only for the two names of Shealtiel and Zerubbabel
until Joseph is reached. That either Matthew or Luke simply invented
the names he records is neither consistent with their known concern
for detail, nor is there any obvious motive for it. We do not know what
source Matthew used for the period after Zerubbabel, nor Luke for
the whole period from David to Joseph; we can only assume that the
family had preserved records, or at least memories, of its ancestry. But
how could family records supply two genealogies so different?

The suggestion that Luke’s list is in fact the genealogy of Mary,
the real human parent of Jesus, is unlikely. Not only does Luke state
quite clearly that he is giving the genealogy of Joseph, the ‘supposed’
father of Jesus (:), but it was not the practice to trace a geneal-
ogy through the female line (as distinct from occasionally mention-
ing the mother in a patrilineal genealogy). A more probable explan-
ation of the difference is that while Luke records the actual physical
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genealogy of Joseph, Matthew records the line of succession to the
throne, the ‘official’ genealogy. This would not necessarily pass
from father to son, but would remain within the family. (The verb
he uses for beget [ gennao- ] is used of a relationship which is not ge-
netic in  Cor. :; Philem. , and the same metaphor was used of
the relationship between a Rabbinic teacher and his pupil. Cf. also
Ps. :.) It is certainly not impossible that the lines should converge
at two points (Shealtiel and Joseph) in a period of , years. But
any solution must remain tentative.

. The book of the genealogy (biblos geneseo-s) would remind a Jewish
reader of Genesis :; :, where the same phrase is used in the
Greek Old Testament. ( The similar phrase ‘these are the generations
[ geneseis ] of ’ occurs also in Gen. :; :; :, , etc. introduc-
ing both formal genealogies and narratives.) Matthew’s use of
genesis would therefore suggest that the coming of Jesus is a new be-
ginning, a new creation. (See Davies, pp. –.) The phrase serves
here to introduce vv. –. Verses  and  (which again highlights
the three key names of Abraham, David and Christ) thus provide a
formal framework for the genealogy, picking out its main relevance:
Jesus is son of Abraham, a true Jew; he is son of David (see on :),
and as such he is the Christ (see pp. –; in this context of intro-
ducing Jesus as the fulfilment of Old Testament hopes it must carry
its full theological meaning, ‘the Messiah’). It is possible that, like some
of the similar formulae in Genesis, : is intended to introduce not
only the formal genealogy but also the following narrative, as far as
:, :, or even :. It is sometimes regarded, less plausibly, as the
superscription to the whole Gospel. But its primary function is to pro-
vide with v.  the framework for the genealogy. In v.  the story
proper is introduced, with the same word genesis (now in the dif-
ferent sense of ‘origin’) used to link it to the formal opening in v. .

. The list as far as v. a follows that of  Chronicles :; :–
. Cf. Ruth :–. The brothers of Judah are mentioned probably
to show Jesus’ solidarity with the twelve patriarchs of Israel.

–. The mention of a mother alongside a father occurs also in
Old Testament genealogies; cf.  Chronicles :; :–, , , etc.
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The mention of Tamar as the mother of Perez and Zerah is in fact de-
rived directly from  Chronicles :, and that of Bath-sheba in v. 
from  Chronicles :. But the four mothers selected for mention
form a striking group. Probably all four were non-Jews (Tamar was
a local girl, so presumably a Canaanite, Gen. :, –; Bathsheba
was the wife of a Hittite), indicating Matthew’s interest in the uni-
versal relevance of Jesus’ coming (cf. the Magi of :–); and in
each case there were at least suspicions of some form of marital ir-
regularity, though all four were in fact vindicated by God’s subse-
quent blessing. They form an impressive precedent for Jesus’ birth
of an unmarried mother from an obscure background. Rahab is
otherwise unknown as mother of Boaz ; presumably the harlot of
Jericho (Josh. :, etc.) is in Matthew’s mind, though this identifica-
tion poses chronological problems.

. David’s status as the king, the one in whom the family first
achieved royalty, is stressed. Cf. vv.  and  for the emphasis on
David as the key figure in Jesus’ genealogy.

–. The list follows  Chronicles :– and Ezra :. Three
kings are omitted in v. , probably Ahaziah, Joash and Amaziah,
though the same Greek form (Ozeias) is used in some MSS of the
Greek Old Testament for both Ahaziah and Uzziah (= Azariah).
Confusion based on the similarity of the names may account for the
omission, but Matthew’s scheme of three times fourteen generations
(v. ) suggests that it was deliberate. The lists must in any case be
deliberately selective, like many Old Testament genealogies (which
also use the verb ‘beget’, here translated was the father of ); Jehoiakim
is omitted between Josiah and Jehoiachin (Jechoniah ), and the fol-
lowing  years are covered in only thirteen generations. Matthew
has only  generations after David, compared to Luke’s .

. Joseph’s father according to Luke : was Eli. Jacob was pre-
sumably his adoptive father, or, if we are right in seeing Matthew’s
as the list of the throne succession, a relative to whom Joseph ‘suc-
ceeded’ in the absence of a son of his own. After Joseph the regu-
lar formula ‘begat’ (egenne-sen) is dropped, and Joseph is listed simply
as the husband of Mary, of whom (the Greek pronoun is unambiguously
feminine) Jesus was born (egenne-the-, passive). This new phraseology
makes it clear that Matthew does not regard Jesus as Joseph’s son
physically, and vv. – will explain this at length. The genealogy is
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thus clearly intended to be that of Jesus’ ‘legal’ ancestry, not of his
physical descent. This reading of the text is attested by practically all
Greek manuscripts. A few MSS and versions carry a later reading de-
signed to emphasize the virgin birth still further: ‘Joseph, to whom
being betrothed the virgin Mary gave birth to Jesus’ (egenne-sen can also
be used of the mother’s ‘giving birth’). Only a single MS of the Old
Syriac version reads ‘and Joseph, to whom the virgin Mary was be-
trothed, begat Jesus …’. This is in fact verbally very close to the pre-
vious reading, and in the absence of other support is now generally
regarded as a corruption of it. It could hardly have been written by
the Matthew who went on to write vv. –!

. Here is the first example of Matthew’s tendency to arrange his
material in groups, usually of three or seven (see pp. –). The ge-
nealogy is arranged in three groups of twice-seven. (In fact the first
and last groups contain only thirteen generations; Matthew’s ob-
servation here is theological rather than statistical!) One purpose is
certainly to highlight two essential turning-points in the history of
Israel, and of the Davidic line: the accession of David to kingship,
and the loss of that kingship at the Babylonian exile; now in the com-
ing of Jesus, son of David, that kingship is to reach its appointed
goal. The rounded symmetry of the scheme indicates that the pe-
riod of preparation is now complete. But there may well be a fur-
ther nuance in that the numerical values of the Hebrew letters of the
name David add up to fourteen (D = , W = , D = ). Revelation
:– is the only clear New Testament parallel to this sort of cal-
culation, known as Gematria (but see also Epistle of Barnabas :, a
very early Christian work), but it is well attested in Rabbinic circles,
and the clear emphasis on David through the genealogy suggests it
may be in Matthew’s mind. If he did not do it deliberately, he would
probably have been delighted to have it pointed out to him!

 M A T T H E W

. See B. M. Metzger in Supplement to NovT  (), pp. –; Brown,
pp. –.

. See further, Davies, pp. –. I have referred to other suggestions of
symbolic significance in the three fourteens in GP II, pp. –, n. .



ii. The origin and name of Jesus the Messiah (:–)
These verses do not relate the birth of Jesus, but explain his origin
(the virgin conception) and his name in relation to a specific Old
Testament prophecy. They concentrate entirely on the experiences
of Joseph rather than those of Mary (as do also :–). Even the
miraculous conception of Jesus is related only as its discovery af-
fected Joseph. This remarkable concentration, compared with the
complete silence on Joseph elsewhere, may indicate that Matthew’s
infancy material (except for :–, where Joseph is noticeably ab-
sent from v. ) derives from special traditions originating with
Joseph (whereas Luke’s very different account is clearly dependent
on Mary’s reminiscences). It may also be a result of Matthew’s con-
cern to establish Jesus’ legal lineage through Joseph, i.e. to explain
how the preceding genealogy applies to Jesus the son of Mary.

That Jesus was conceived by a virgin mother without the agency
of Joseph is clearly stated throughout this section, and is the basis
for the introduction of the quotation in vv. –. It is not so much
argued or even described, but assumed as a known fact. There may
be an element of apologetic in Matthew’s stress on Joseph’s surprise,
his abstention from intercourse, the angel’s explanation of Jesus’
divine origin, and the scriptural grounds for a virgin birth, due per-
haps to an early form of the later Jewish charge that Jesus’ birth was
illegitimate (see Brown, pp. –). But the account reads prima-
rily as if designed for a Christian readership, who wanted to know
more precisely how Mary’s marriage to Joseph related to the miracu-
lous conception of Jesus, and who would find the same delight that
Matthew himself found in tracing in this the detailed fulfilment of
prophecy.

The suggestion that the virgin birth tradition is an imaginative cre-
ation by Matthew or his predecessors on the basis of Isaiah : is
precluded not only by this assumption of it as a known fact in
Matthew’s narrative, but also by its appearance in a completely dif-
ferent form in Luke :–; :. Further, vv. –, where Isaiah
: is introduced, are clearly an explanatory addition to the narra-
tive, which would flow smoothly from v.  to v.  without these
verses, and not the inspiration for it. Suggestions that the tradition
derives from pagan stories of gods having intercourse with women
ignore both the quite different tone of such stories, and the impos-
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sibility of their being accepted in a Palestinian Jewish setting; yet
the Gospel accounts are both intensely Jewish in their contents and
expression.

. The reading in RSV mg., omitting the name Jesus, is very likely
the original. (It derives from the early Latin and Syriac versions; the
substitution of the more familiar title ‘Jesus Christ’ in the Greek MSS

would be natural.) It emphasizes the Messiahship of the one whose
‘origin’ (genesis) Matthew now records. Jesus’ conception took place
when Mary was betrothed to Joseph. In Jewish law betrothal, which
lasted about one year, was much more than our engagement. It was
a binding contract, terminable only by death (which left the be-
trothed a ‘widow’) or by a divorce as for a full marriage. The man was
already the husband (v. ), but the woman remained in her father’s
house. The marriage was completed when the husband took the be-
trothed to his home in a public ceremony (v. ; cf. :–); thus
they came together, and sexual intercourse could begin. That the Holy
Spirit was the agent in Jesus’ conception (cf. v. ) is stressed also by
Luke (:). In the Old Testament the Spirit of God appears as the
agent of God’s activity, especially in creation and the giving of life
(Gen. :; Ezek. :–; etc.); thus the divine initiative is made clear.
The agency of the Spirit in bringing the Messianic age (Isa. :; :;
:; Joel :; etc.) is also in view.

. In Old Testament law the penalty for unchastity before mar-
riage was stoning (Deut. :–), but by this time divorce, based
on Deuteronomy :, was the rule (see further on :; :ff.).
Joseph, as a just (i.e. law-abiding) man, could, and perhaps should,
have done so by an accusation of adultery resulting in a public trial,
but his unwillingness to put her to shame (the same uncommon Greek
word is used in Col. : of Christ’s ‘making a public spectacle’ [NEB,
NIV] of the principalities and powers) led him to consider the per-
mitted alternative of a private divorce before two witnesses (Mish-
nah, Sotah :, ).

. As son of David, it was necessary for Joseph to take Mary (to
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. Brown (pp. –) argues convincingly for this meaning.
. See, however, Gundry (pp. –) for the view that his intention was to

dispense with witnesses altogether.



his house, i.e. complete the marriage) in order to establish Jesus’ le-
gal Davidic lineage. Similarly, to name him (vv. , ) was formally
to acknowledge Jesus as his son, and thus to constitute Jesus also as
‘Son of David’; Brown, pp. –. The conveying of God’s in-
structions in a dream is a striking feature of the infancy narratives (see
also :, , ,  – all but one are to Joseph), the more so as the
only other occurrence in the Gospel is at : (to Pilate’s wife).
Moreover, three of these dreams involve an angel of the Lord (cf. :,
), who appears again only at :. But there is no trace here of the
elaborate angelology and sensational revelations of some contem-
porary Judaism; we are in the world of Old Testament piety, where
an ‘angel of the Lord’ frequently conveyed God’s instructions to his
people (Gen. :ff.; :ff.; :ff.; etc). The Greek word angelos
originally means ‘messenger’ (so, e.g., in Matt. :; Luke :;
:), and while the angel Joseph saw was presumably a spiritual be-
ing, his function was that of a messenger of God. This guidance of
Joseph’s movements by direct revelation emphasizes God’s direction
of Jesus’ birth and childhood to conform to the scriptural pattern,
which is the focus of Matthew’s thought in these chapters.

. The language reminds us of similar revelations in the Old Tes-
tament (Gen. :; :; etc.), as well as of Isaiah :, soon to be
quoted. Names, especially divinely revealed names, are full of mean-
ing, and this is often revealed by a word-play which need not always
correspond to the actual etymology of the name. In the case of
Jesus (the Greek form of Joshua or Jeshua, a common name: see on
:) both the sound (cf. Heb. yôšî ’a, ‘he will save’) and the prob-
able etymology (‘Yahweh is salvation’, or ‘O save, Yahweh’) con-
tribute to the explanation for he will save his people from their sins. His
people will be in the first instance the Jews (Matthew uses this term
laos particularly for the chosen race), but the man who wrote :
must have expected a wider application ultimately. Salvation from sins
is an element in the Old Testament hope (e.g. Isa. ; Jer. :–;
Ezek. :–) and in later Messianic expectation (Psalms of
Solomon :–, ; etc.), but not the dominant one. Its isolation
here warns the reader not to expect this Messiah to conform to the
more popular hope of a national liberator, and sets the scene for
the unfolding understanding of Jesus’ mission in the Gospel.

–. See pp. – for the formula-quotations, of which this
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is the first example. Luke : probably alludes to the same verse,
Isaiah :, indicating that it was not only Matthew who saw its rele-
vance to the birth of Jesus; by the middle of the second century
(Justin) it was an important Christian weapon in defence of the vir-
gin birth tradition. But its relevance is often disputed on two
grounds. First, it is argued that Matthew depends on the Greek word
parthenos (virgin), whereas the Hebrew ’almâ means only ‘young
woman’. ’Almâ is in fact used only seven times in the Old Testament,
of girls or young women, at least two of whom were unmarried
(Gen. :; Exod. :). It is not used elsewhere in connection with
childbirth (or even marriage), so that its use in Isaiah : is re-
markable, when ’iššâ (‘woman’, ‘wife’) would have been the normal
term. It was perhaps this indication that Isaiah was thinking of a
birth outside the normal pattern of childbirth within marriage
which led the LXX to use parthenos. It is a reasonable, if not a neces-
sary, translation. The second objection is that Isaiah : promises
a sign specifically referring to the immediate historical situation in
the reign of Ahaz, not to the distant (Messianic) future. The imme-
diate historical reference is clear in vv. –, but it is also clear from
the wider context that the prophet’s thought is, as often in Old Tes-
tament prophecy, not confined to that primary reference. The rein-
troduction of ‘Immanuel’ in Isaiah :, , and the recurrent theme
of a child to be born as deliverer (:–; :ff.), indicate that :
is to be seen as preparing the way for a developing Messianic theme
in this section of Isaiah. Clearly the LXX translators, with their strik-
ing use of parthenos, understood it to refer to more than an ordinary
birth, and the choice of ’almâ in the Hebrew as well as the symbolic
name ‘Immanuel’ suggest that they were right.

Isaiah : is seen as fulfilled not in the naming of Jesus (v. ),
but in the whole account of his origin and naming in vv. ff. (all this,
v. ). The point is not that Jesus ever bore Immanuel as an actual
name, but that it indicates his role, bringing God’s presence to man.
This meaning is related to that of his actual name, Jesus, in that it
is sin which separates man from God’s presence, so that salvation
from sin results in ‘God with us’. But Matthew’s stress on the mean-
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ing of the name (he gives explicit translations elsewhere only in
:, ) suggests that he saw in it a clue to Jesus’ person as well as
his work. Jesus was himself ‘God with us’; and the assurance of the
continuing presence of Jesus in : forms with this verse a theo-
logical framework for the Gospel.

–. The marriage was thus formally completed, but not con-
summated before the birth of Jesus. The Greek expression for not
until would normally suggest that intercourse did take place after the
end of this period, and that therefore Jesus’ ‘brothers’ (:, etc.)
were subsequently born of Joseph and Mary in the normal way.
There is no biblical warrant for the tradition of the ‘perpetual vir-
ginity’ of Mary.

iii. The visit of the Magi (:–)
This story, peculiar to Matthew, underlines several themes in
Matthew’s presentation of Jesus the Messiah. It again makes explicit
reference to the detailed fulfilment of Scripture, in his place of birth
(vv. –), as well as alluding to another Messianic passage (Num.
:). It presents Jesus as the true ‘king of the Jews’ (v. ) in con-
trast with the unworthy king Herod. It begins to draw a parallel be-
tween Moses and Jesus which will be further developed in the rest
of the chapter (see pp. –). And it shows Jesus as the Messiah of
all nations, opposed by the leader of the Jewish nation but recog-
nized as the fulfilment of the hopes of the Gentiles; this too is seen
in the light of Old Testament expectation (see on v. ). The whole
episode recalls the story in  Kings :– of the visit, homage and
gifts of a foreign dignitary to the son of David, king of the Jews, a
theme which will be taken up more explicitly in :.

Objections to the historicity of this story have been made mainly
on two grounds. . It is regarded (like the rest of : – :) as an
artificial construction around chosen Old Testament texts. But
while several Old Testament passages are apparently in mind, only
one is explicitly cited, and that in what appears to be an insertion into
the narrative (vv. b– could be removed without breaking the flow
of the narrative), suggesting that it was fitted into an already exist-
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ing story rather than the story was derived from it. . The account
is said to bear all the marks of pious legend. But in fact, with the ex-
ception of the moving star in v. , there is nothing historically
improbable in the account (see the detailed comments below), and
the fact of a comparable visit by eastern Magi to Nero in AD  (Dio
Cassius .; Suetonius, Nero ) vouches for the probability of this
story rather than otherwise. It may perhaps be added that a church
which soon found itself in serious conflict with astrology is not likely
to have invented a story which appears to favour it.

. Jesus was born before the death of Herod the Great, which is
probably to be dated in  BC; the exact date of Jesus’ birth is un-
known. Various indications in this chapter suggest that the visit of
the Magi took place some time after the birth of Jesus: he is now a
‘child’ (vv. , ), not a ‘babe’ (Luke :, , though ‘child’ is used
in Luke : of Jesus forty days after his birth); v.  suggests that the
appearance of the star, and therefore the birth, was some time ago;
and Herod’s murder of all children under two (v. ) would hardly
be necessary if the birth was known to be very recent. The wise men
are, more correctly, ‘Magi’, originally the name of a Persian priestly
caste, but later used widely for magicians and astrologers (cf. Acts
:), a numerous class in most countries in Western Asia at the time
(see further, Brown, pp. –). Astrology had been developed
into a sophisticated science especially in Babylonia, and there is evi-
dence for its influence also in Palestine (see AB, p. ). From what
part of the East these Magi came can only be guessed; their gifts (v.
) are most likely of Arabian origin, but would be available to and
used by the Magi of Babylonia, and this is perhaps their most likely
place of origin. Their reference to ‘the king of the Jews’, and their need
to enquire about the birthplace of the Messiah, imply that they were
Gentiles, though with a limited knowledge of Judaism (which was
well established in Babylonia). For astrological interest in ‘the West-
land’ (Palestine and Phoenicia) see ICC, p. .

. There are several ancient accounts, pagan and Jewish, of stars
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attempt to date Herod’s death in  BC, and Jesus’ birth in the late
summer of  BC.



heralding the birth of great men (see Brown, pp. –). But prob-
ably Matthew had particularly in mind Balaam’s prophecy of the ris-
ing of a star out of Jacob (Num. :), which was understood to
refer to the coming deliverer. The Magi saw the star ‘at its rising’
(this is almost certainly the correct translation of en te- anatole-, which
RSV renders in the East here and in v.  [see BAGD, p. a]; the noun
anatole-, ‘rising’, provides a verbal allusion to Num. :).

Attempts to identify the ‘star’ as a regular astronomical phe-
nomenon have generally focused on three possibilities: . A
planetary conjunction (of Saturn and Jupiter) in  BC. . A comet,
usually Halley’s, which unfortunately appeared too early, in /
BC. . A nova (a star which, owing to an explosion, appears tem-
porarily with extraordinary brightness). But no known astro-
nomical phenomena account for the movement of the star as
described in v. , and this indicates that what Matthew describes
is guidance by a miraculous occurrence, even if the initial interest of
the Magi was aroused by a nova (or a planetary conjunction – or
both!); see further, Finegan, pp. –.

The verb worship ( proskyneo- ) need mean no more than to pay hom-
age to a human dignitary, but Matthew frequently uses it in contexts
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. Brown (pp. –) argues that much of Matthew’s story is intended
to echo the story of Balaam, not just his prophecy of the star. For
Messianic interpretations of Num. : see Gundry, UOT, pp. –
; and cf. the ‘Messianic’ guerrilla leader Simon Ben-Kosiba, who
adopted the title Bar-Kokhba, ‘son of a star’. Testament of Levi :
predicts the appearance of the Messiah’s star in heaven.

. So E. Stauffer, Jesus and his Story (), pp. –; R. A. Rosenberg,
Biblica  (), pp. –; Brown, pp. –. E. L. Martin
(op. cit.) dates it in / BC.

. Thus in the Quarterly Journal of the Royal Astronomical Society  (),
pp. – three astronomers identified it as a nova which Chinese
astronomers observed for  days in / BC (the same phenomenon had
already been noticed by F. Münter, Der Stern der Weisen [], p. , and
by others since: see Finegan, pp. –).

. Though E. L. Martin’s theory mentioned above includes an attempt to
account for this in terms of the movement and ‘standing still’ of Jupiter.



where Jesus’ more-than-human status is recognized (e.g. :; :,
), and the same implication may be present here. For the title king
of the Jews see above, p. , and on : below.

–. Herod’s concern is understandable: as an Edomite (cf. Mal.
:) and a Roman appointee, he was vulnerable to the claims of a
king of the true Davidic dynasty. His later years were plagued by the
fear of rivals. The phrase chief priests and scribes suggests an ad hoc
gathering, not a formal meeting of the Sanhedrin, with which Herod
was on bad terms, and which would also include lay elders. The
concern of all Jerusalem, while it could well be based on unhappy
experience of what Herod might be driven to by fear of a rival, prob-
ably also points forward to Jerusalem’s later rejection of the true
‘king of the Jews’ (e.g. :, and see below, on :).

–. The answer to Herod’s question was well known; cf. John
:–. Matthew introduces here his second formula-quotation (see
pp. –; the absence of the phrase ‘that it might be fulfilled’ is due
to the insertion of the quotation into the Jewish leaders’ answer
rather than into a narrative of the birth in Bethlehem). The text cited
differs considerably from the Hebrew and other known versions of
Micah :. The ancient name of Bethlehem, Ephrathah, is replaced
by a currently recognizable term, in the land of Judah (differentiating
it from Bethlehem in Galilee, Josh. :, but more significantly em-
phasizing Jesus’ origin from the royal tribe). Micah’s statement of
Bethlehem’s insignificance is reversed by the addition of by no means,
and the ‘thousands’ (or clans) of Judah become its rulers. The fol-
lowing description of the one who shall come is a paraphrase of the
rest of Micah :, with an allusion to the shepherd theme in v. 
(poimaino-, govern in RSV, means ‘to shepherd’), but its actual words are
drawn from  Samuel :, the description of David’s role as shep-
herd of Israel. Not all these changes involve much difference in
Hebrew (‘are little to be’ could become are by no means least by the
substitution of l’hyyt for lhywt, and rulers is a legitimate translation
of the same Hebrew consonants as for ‘thousands’ or ‘clans’, ’lpy),
but taken together they show clearly that Matthew is quoting
freely, in such a way as to point out the application of the text.
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His addition of for after rulers of Judah makes it clear that he regards
Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem as conferring on it an importance in con-
trast with its insignificance in Micah’s day, hence the change to by no
means least. (This reversal of fortunes was of course the point of
Micah’s reference to Bethlehem’s insignificance; Matthew has merely
made it explicit.) And the introduction of words from  Samuel :
makes clearer the status of Jesus as son of David, born in the city
of David, to rule like David over the people of God.

–. It is sometimes alleged that the historical Herod was too cun-
ning and ruthless a man to depend on the co-operation of these for-
eigners, and that he would have sent his troops with them. But he
had no reason to doubt that they would return with the information
he needed, and the sight of soldiers with them would have jeop-
ardized their chances of finding the child. His hypocritical motive
for desiring the information would not perhaps have deceived his
subjects, but might be expected to work with foreigners.

–. Went before ( proe-gen) could mean that it ‘led them on’ with-
out itself moving, but the words came to rest mean literally ‘came and
stood’, and can mean only that the star itself moved to guide the
Magi. It is not said to indicate the precise house, but the general lo-
cation where the child was. How it did so can only be left to the im-
agination, and the search for astronomical parallels to a divine
communication is unlikely to be profitable (see on v. ). To the Magi
it brought not critical embarrassment but great joy!

. For the child, see on v. , and for worshipped, v. . The homage
of these learned Gentiles is intended to indicate the fulfilment of
such passages as Psalm :ff.; Isaiah :ff. (these passages prob-
ably account for the later Christian tradition that these Magi were
‘kings’), and two of the gifts are specifically mentioned in Psalm
: (gold); Isaiah : (gold and frankincense). They are gifts fit
for a king, as is also myrrh (Ps. :; Song :), and they remind the
reader of the homage of the Queen of Sheba to the son of David,
with her gifts of spices and gold ( Kgs :). The use of myrrh in
the crucifixion (Mark :) and burial (John :) of Jesus has led
to the tradition that it symbolizes his suffering, but in the Old Tes-
tament it is rather a symbol of joy and festivity (see references
above, and Prov. :; Song :).

. For the dream, see on :. Revelation by dreams was a
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regular feature in the culture to which these Magi belonged. God’s
use of their astrological and cultural background to communicate
with them does not imply his endorsement of astrology, but indi-
cates his care in meeting individuals where they are.

iv. The flight to Egypt and the return (:–)
This section consists of three brief narratives, each leading up to a
‘formula-quotation’ (see pp. –). Each narrative is concisely
worded so as to explain the relevance of the quotation, and the
focus throughout is on the fulfilment of Scripture, particularly in the
geographical locations of Jesus’ childhood.

But alongside this theme another, already hinted at in vv. –,
here comes out clearly, the parallel between the childhood of Jesus
and the experiences of Moses. This theme is in the nature of a sub-
plot, emerging in the details of the narrative, but not in the explicit
quotations (which focus on Jesus as the true Israel and the Davidic
Messiah). This Moses typology forms a very minor theme in the
Gospel as a whole, but here in the infancy narrative it is clearly sug-
gested, particularly for readers who were familiar with non-biblical
Jewish traditions about Moses. Josephus (Ant. ii. ff.; see also
Exodus Rabbah :) records a tradition that a ‘sacred scribe’
(= astrologer?) foretold to Pharaoh the birth of the deliverer
of Israel; Pharaoh in alarm ordered the destruction of all young
male children; Moses’ father, however, was told in a dream that it
was his son who was destined to deliver Israel, and so rescued
him from the massacre. A Jewish reader, aware of this expansion
of the Exodus tradition, would the more quickly see Jesus as a sec-
ond Moses in the narratives of chapter . But Matthew also alludes
to the text of Exodus itself in vv. – (Exod. :) and –
(Exod. :–), with reference not to Moses’ birth but to his sub-
sequent escape from Pharaoh and return. These allusions, with the
mention of Egypt and of the slaughter of the children, would
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alone suffice to alert the reader. There is not a neat point-for-point
correspondence, but rather a series of echoes throughout the
chapter which builds up to a deliberate depiction of Jesus as the new
Moses.

–. For the dream, see on :. Again the effect is to empha-
size the divine initiative in the details of Jesus’ origin. The choice of
Egypt as a place of refuge was natural; it was the haven for other Is-
raelites in political trouble in Old Testament times (e.g.  Kgs :;
 Kgs :; Jer. :) and later (see Bruce, p. ), and was now safely
outside Herod’s jurisdiction. But for Matthew it held extra meaning
as the place where Israel’s history as the people of God began.

. In Egypt, then, God now kept his Son safe, as he had pre-
served Israel there long ago and out of Egypt he would soon call him
to his work of redemption as he had liberated Israel from Egypt to
fulfil their role as his people – indeed, as Hosea : explained, as
his son. Hosea’s words are not a prediction, but an account of Israel’s
origin. Matthew’s quotation thus depends for its validity on the
recognition of Jesus as the true Israel, a typological theme found
elsewhere in the New Testament, and most obviously paralleled in
Matthew by Jesus’ use of Israel-texts in the wilderness (see on :–
); there too it is as God’s son that Jesus is equated with Israel. Is-
rael’s exodus from Egypt was taken already by the Old Testament
prophets as a prefiguring of the ultimate Messianic salvation, and
Matthew’s quotation here thus reinforces his presentation of the
childhood history of Jesus as the dawning of the Messianic age.

. The ruthlessness of Herod’s later years, particularly where a po-
tential rival was concerned, is well documented; the victims in-
cluded three of his own sons (Josephus, Ant. xvi. –; xvii. –
), as well as several large groups of actual or suspected
conspirators (Ant. xvi. –; xvii. –, ), in one case with
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their families (Ant. xv. –). It is thus not improbable that his
fear of a potential rival should lead him to kill a few babies in
Bethlehem. (The number of boys under two, if Bethlehem’s popu-
lation was about , – and AB, p. , estimates only  – would
not be more than twenty.) It was a minor incident in a period full of
atrocities, and the absence of clearly independent accounts in sec-
ular history is not surprising.

–. But here too Matthew sees the fulfilment of a scriptural
pattern. Not that God, or Scripture, should be held responsible for
Herod’s action: Matthew’s formula here does not as elsewhere use
a final conjunction (hina or hopo-s, ‘in order that’), but (as in :,
where again a wrong action is seen as fulfilling prophecy) the
neutral then was fulfilled. The quotation is a slightly abbreviated but
correct translation (independent of the LXX) of Jeremiah :.
The following verses in Jeremiah go on to assure Rachel that her lost
children (the reference is to captives taken into exile) will return, so
that ‘there is hope for your future’. Perhaps Matthew intends us to
see also in Bethlehem’s mourning a temporary sorrow, out of which
God will bring joy and deliverance through Bethlehem’s Messiah, re-
turning from a foreign land; there is no precise correspondence, but
the relevance lies in the perception of God’s working through dis-
aster to blessing, through death to life. It is possible that the later
tradition of Rachel’s burial near Bethlehem influenced Matthew’s
choice of the text, but as the text explicitly locates Rachel’s weep-
ing at Ramah (in Benjamin, the earlier traditional site of Rachel’s
tomb, and the place where the exiles, including Jeremiah, were gath-
ered for the march to Babylon in  BC, Jer. :), this is certainly
not the main point. The relevance is not in Ramah or in Rachel
(Bethlehem was not in one of the ‘Rachel’ tribes), but in bereave-
ment as a prelude to blessing.
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–. Herod died in  BC; how long Joseph and his family had then
been in Egypt can only be guessed. Their movements here and in
v.  are again directed by revelation in a dream (see on :). The
words of v.  are modelled on Exodus : (see above, p. ), even
to the extent of preserving the plural, those who sought … are dead,
which is not strictly applicable to Herod.

. Archelaus succeeded only to the southern part of his father’s
kingdom, and his character was quickly shown to be no better than
his father’s, until he was deposed for misrule in AD . Galilee, ruled
by his half-brother Herod Antipas, was more likely to be a safe place
for the upbringing of the Messiah (it was soon to gain a reputation
as a fertile source of ‘Messianic’ liberation movements).

. Matthew, with his typical avoidance of unnecessary detail, does
not mention that Nazareth had already been the family home before
the birth of Jesus (Luke :; :). What interests him is the signifi-
cance of the choice of Nazareth in the light of Scripture. The Mes-
siah was expected to come from Bethlehem (:–), and Jesus’
coming from Nazareth, an insignificant village with a partly Gentile
population and outlook, could well be an embarrassment (cf. John
:; :–, ); it must be scripturally defended. Now Nazareth
is not mentioned in the Old Testament (or in any other contempor-
ary Jewish literature), and the words He shall be called a Nazarene 

do not occur in the Old Testament. How then does Jesus’ upbring-
ing in Nazareth fulfil what was spoken by the prophets? Matthew does not
explain, and numerous suggestions have been made (see Gundry,
UOT, pp. –). The two most favoured Old Testament passages
are Isaiah :, where the Messiah is described as a ‘branch’ (ne-s.er)
from the root of Jesse (a similar image, though not the word ne-s.er,
is used in other Messianic passages, e.g. Isa. :; :; Jer. :;
:; Zech. :; :), and Judges :, where Samson is presented
as a Nazirite (Heb. nĕzîr, LXX naziraios). The disadvantage of the for-
mer is that the word-play is not obvious in Hebrew, and would be
completely lost in Greek; and of the latter that Matthew uses
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Nazo-raios not naziraios, and that Jesus was never a Nazirite anyway.
Neither passage provides Matthew’s actual wording. (The ‘shall be’
of Judg. : would have fitted well here; that Matthew instead
wrote ‘shall be called’ suggests that that was not his source.) It
should be noted, however, that the formula introducing the quota-
tion differs from the regular pattern (see pp. –) in two ways: it
refers not to a single prophet but to the prophets, and it concludes not
with ‘saying’ (legontos) but with ‘that’ (hoti). This suggests that it is not
meant to be a quotation of a specific passage, but a summary of a
theme of prophetic expectation. Thus it has been suggested that
Matthew saw in the obscurity of Nazareth the fulfilment of Old Tes-
tament indications of a humble and rejected Messiah; for Jesus to
be known by the derogatory epithet Nazo-raios (cf. John :) was not
compatible with the expected royal dignity of the Messiah, and
thus fulfilled such passages as Psalm ; Isaiah ; Zechariah :–
. (Gundry, UOT, pp. –, points out that a play on the word
ne-s.er in Isa. : would also convey this same message, as the shoot
from the cut-down stump is a symbol of lowly origin [and cf. the des-
pised plant image in Isa. :], and was so understood in contem-
porary Judaism.)

B. The preparation for Jesus’ public ministry (: – :)

i. The ministry of John the Baptist (:–)
John’s title, ‘the Baptist’, can obscure what was in fact the main thrust
of his ministry, an announcement of the imminent judgment of
God and of the coming of the ‘greater one’. In the light of this ex-
pectation he called men to repentance, to prepare them for the
coming test, and it was in token of this repentance that he admin-
istered baptism.

John was an important figure in his own right. His preaching cre-
ated a widespread revival movement (see v. ), and his followers con-
stituted a significant group within Judaism which maintained its sep-
arate existence beyond the New Testament period. His ministry is
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recorded by Josephus (Ant. xviii. –) more amply than that of
Jesus. But for Matthew his significance lay only in his relation to
Jesus, and his account of John lays emphasis on the connection (see
on v. ). Wherever John is mentioned in the Gospel it is to throw
light on the mission of Jesus. Here his preaching prepares the way
for Jesus’ ministry, and provides the setting for the launching of
Jesus’ mission.

. In those days relates directly to :, the days of Jesus’ residence
in Nazareth. It is a vague expression (compared with Luke’s precise
dating, :), and conceals a lapse of some thirty years since the events
of chapter . A modern biographer could not pass over the bulk of
his subject’s life in silence, but Matthew hastens deliberately to his
true subject, the public ministry, death and resurrection of the Mes-
siah. John is introduced abruptly, distinguished by his regular title, the
Baptist (so also Mark, Luke and Josephus), since he was apparently
the first to baptize others (proselyte baptism and the ‘baptisms’ at
Qumran were self-administered). The wilderness of Judaea is the land
which drops steeply down from the Judean hills to the Dead Sea,
not all of which is ‘desert’, though it provides only rough pasture;
the lower Jordan valley adjoins the wilderness proper. In this area John
would be likely to have some contact with the monastic sect of
Qumran, and his ascetic life as well as his eschatological preaching
(see also on vv. , ) and his baptism (see on v. ) suggest to some
that he was brought up as a member of the sect (cf. Luke :). If
this is so (and it cannot be more than a guess), he had certainly
broken with them by the time of his prophetic ministry, which
called all to repentance instead of recruiting for a closed and ritual-
bound community, and which saw the eschatological crisis of which
they dreamt as already present.

. Matthew (alone) summarizes John’s preaching in the same
words as that of Jesus (:; cf. also : for the preaching of Jesus’
disciples). For other parallels see on vv. , , ,  and . For
Matthew, therefore, John is not a rival of Jesus (cf. John :–; :)
but a preacher of the same message. Repent means more than ‘be
sorry’ or even ‘change your mind’; it echoes the Old Testament
prophets’ frequent summons to Israel to ‘return’ to God, to aban-
don their rebellion and come back into covenant-obedience. This
radical conversion is necessary in the light of the coming of the
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kingdom of heaven (see pp. –), which here means the establishment
of God’s rightful sovereignty in judgment and in salvation, i.e. the
Messianic age. This time has now come: is at hand does not do jus-
tice to the perfect tense of engizo-, which means literally ‘has come
near’. The perfect is used also in : and  (cf. Luke :, ) and
introduces a state of affairs which is already beginning and which de-
mands immediate action. Even AB’s ‘is fast approaching’ is too re-
mote. John’s summons is urgent: the time for decision has already
come.

. While not strictly a ‘formula-quotation’ (pp. –; it is shared
with Mark and Luke, and lacks the ‘fulfilment’ terminology), this
quotation of Isaiah : serves a similar function. John’s location in
the wilderness provides the immediate reference, but it is his function
as a ‘preparer of the way’ which most interests Matthew. In Isaiah
the ‘voice’ preceded the coming of God; here the phrase his paths,
instead of Isaiah’s ‘a highway for our God’, allows the reader to see
the Lord as Jesus. It is one of several places in Matthew (and through-
out the New Testament) where Old Testament passages about the
coming of God are seen as fulfilled in Jesus (see, e.g., my JOT, pp.
–). The passage referred originally to the release of Israel
from exile; now it is applied to a greater act of salvation. (The
Qumran sect saw in this same passage a blueprint for their own with-
drawal to the wilderness in preparation for God’s coming: QS
:–; :–.)

. John’s ascetic clothing is modelled on that of Elijah ( Kgs :),
whom John also resembles in his sudden appearance, his solitary life,
his uncompromising message and his eventual clash with the ‘king’
and his wife. The implications will be drawn out in :; :–.
His diet, though limited, was nutritious and readily available in the
wilderness. (Locusts are still eaten in the Middle East: see Bonnard,
p. , for culinary directions!)

–. John’s baptism was an innovation. The nearest contemporary
parallels are the self-baptism of a Gentile on becoming a proselyte,
and the repeated ritual washings (also self-administered) at Qumran.
Neither accounts adequately for John’s baptism, which was appar-
ently a once-only rite, administered by John in the river, and applied
to Jews (for this last point see further on v. ); and neither carried the
note of urgent preparation for the coming crisis which was the main
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point of John’s baptism. John’s ‘converts’ were not seeking cere-
monial purification, but ‘fleeing from the wrath to come’ (v. ).
Their baptism was a token of repentance (see on v. ), involving con-
fessing their sins. Matthew does not say, however (as do Mark and
Luke), that it was ‘for the forgiveness of sins’; this he will attribute only
to the death of Jesus (:).

. The Pharisees and Sadducees are mentioned as acting together
again only in :. They are better known for their mutual hostility,
and they are mentioned here not as a united front, but as the two most
prestigious among the varied groups who came to John. They came
‘to the baptism’ (RSV for baptism is misleading), whether to seek baptism
themselves or to see what was going on we are not told; John’s iron-
ical comments indicate that he doubted their genuineness as converts,
and :,  shows that the priestly authorities as a whole rejected
John. Brood of vipers (hardly calculated to welcome potential converts!)
may have been suggested by Jeremiah :, which pictures Egypt as
a snake escaping from tree-fellers (cf. v. ). Jesus was later to take it
up in his own attacks on the Pharisees (:; :).

. Cf. :– for Jesus’ use of the fruit metaphor. John consis-
tently attacks reliance on ceremony or status (v. ) and insists on a
personal repentance which is more than superficial. A strong em-
phasis on the same point is found at Qumran (QS : – :), with
reference to ritual washing.

. What John attacks here is not reliance on race (Gentiles too be-
came children of Abraham when they became proselytes), but on sta-
tus as members of the covenant community (cf. John :, ),
within which the merits of Abraham were believed to guarantee
God’s blessing. Jesus attacked the same false security (see :–),
and Paul concludes that ‘not all are children of Abraham because
they are his descendants’, but only those who share Abraham’s faith
(Rom. :–; cf. Rom. :–; :–; Gal. :–). Isaiah had re-
ferred to Abraham as ‘the rock from which you were hewn’ (Isa.
:–), but John says that any other stones would serve God’s pur-
pose. The close similarity of the Hebrew words for stones and children
completes a devastating play on words.

. Cf. : for Jesus’ use of the same metaphor, in the same
words.

. Coming after me does not refer to one coming ‘later’ (opiso-,
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‘behind’, is not used of time elsewhere in the New Testament), but
is a regular description of a follower or disciple. (Opiso- is so used, e.g.
in :; :; :; Luke :; John :, though this is not obvi-
ous in RSV.) Jesus first appeared as a follower of John when he came
to his baptism, but John already knew that in fact he was mightier, and
that he himself was not worthy even to do the lowest slave’s task for
this ‘disciple’. A Rabbi’s disciple was expected to act virtually as his
master’s slave, but to remove his shoes (carry implies ‘take away’ – see
MM, s.v. bastazo-) was too low a task even for a disciple (Ketuboth a).
John’s preparatory and symbolic baptism will soon give way to an ef-
fective ‘baptism’ (the verb, apart from its ritual use, signifies ‘plunge’
or ‘drench’; in metaphorical use it implies ‘flooding’, ‘overwhelming’)
‘in Holy Spirit and fire’ (lit.). The prophets looked forward to a
purifying ‘outpouring’ of the Spirit of God in the Messianic age (Isa.
:; :; Ezek. :–; :; Joel :–); the men of Qum-
ran also looked forward to purification by God’s ‘sprinkling’ man
with a ‘spirit of holiness’ and ‘spirit of truth’ (QS :–). Puri-
fication by fire was also a prophetic hope (Isa. :; Zech. :; Mal.
:; cf. Isa. :). John therefore predicts a real cleansing, in contrast
with his own merely outward token. If we come to this verse in its
own context, and not in the light of later use of such language, we
thus find that the ‘drenching’ John promises is not a specific rite or
experience (still less a post-conversion crisis). Rather it points to the
purifying effect of the Messiah’s work, making effective that return
to the holiness of the people of God which John’s water-baptism
could only symbolize.

. The fire that purifies will also destroy all that is worthless.
Jesus too talks of this destructive element in his mission, using very
similar words (:). The judgment is in both passages selective. The
wheat is separated off as it is thrown up with the winnowing fork (bet-
ter ‘shovel’) for the wind to blow away the chaff, which is then gath-
ered and burnt in fire which is unquenchable, because its fierceness will
destroy all that is put in it (the word is not, and does not necessarily
imply, ‘everlasting’, which would not fit the threshing-floor imagery).
The fear of judgment is thus a prominent element of John’s preach-
ing which should lead his hearers to repentance (v. ). But the judg-
ment, no less than the dawning salvation, is focused in Jesus.
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ii. The baptism of Jesus (:–)
. Matthew’s account focuses on the encounter between Jesus

and John, and on the personal experience of Jesus, so that it might
suggest a purely private baptism. But the setting (see vv. –) and the
wording of Luke’s account (Luke :) indicate that Jesus was one
among many who were baptized by John, whether by a personal act
or by self-immersion together under John’s direction (so Jeremias,
NTT, p. ). To be baptized indicates that Jesus deliberately chose to
accept John’s baptism, and vv. – will emphasize this further.
Jesus thus intended to identify himself with John’s message and with
the revival movement it had created, to enrol as a member of the
purified and prepared people of God. It is this, rather than any need
for forgiveness (which Matthew has deliberately not mentioned as
the purpose of John’s baptism; see on v. ), which brought him to
join the crowd.

. Matthew does not explain how John recognized Jesus as dif-
ferent from the rest of the crowd, but Luke (ch. ) relates the reve-
lations which would be part of their joint family traditions. (John :
and  perhaps indicate that John’s grasp of the nature of Jesus’ mis-
sion was as yet imperfect.) John thus saw Jesus as one of superior
status and authority (this, rather than a moral comparison, is the
point of his hesitation; see Bornkamm, TIM, p. ); he cannot agree
to this voluntary humiliation of the ‘mightier’ one he had predicted
(v. ), and his words, in the light of v. , probably mean ‘I need your
Spirit-and-fire baptism, not you my water-baptism’. John recog-
nizes that Jesus brings a new situation, eclipsing his own preparatory
ministry.

. Jesus’ reply accepts John’s point, but insists that now, for the
time being, it is right for Jesus to accept the lower place, because in
this way he and John (us) will fulfil all righteousness. This puzzling ex-
planation uses two words which are prominent in Matthew. Fulfil is
used mainly of Jesus’ relation to the predictions and patterns of the
Old Testament (see on :); a paraphrase such as ‘bring to reality’
or ‘accomplish’ indicates its essential meaning for Matthew. Right-
eousness in Matthew is not so much ‘being good’, still less legal cor-
rectness, but rather a synonym for the Christian life, viewed as a re-
lationship with God focused in obedience. It was this relationship
which John’s baptism demanded (cf. :), and which now requires
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Jesus to identify himself with the penitent people of God in order
to fulfil his mission. So Jesus regards his baptism among repentant
Israel as a necessary step in his accomplishment of God’s purpose
of salvation. Some have seen here the influence of the Servant fig-
ure in Isaiah, who represents his people and bears their sins. This is
not explicit, but may be hinted at in the term righteousness, which is a
prominent feature in Isaiah :, particularly as v.  will clearly in-
troduce the Servant theme.

. The experience following Jesus’ baptism was crucial to his fu-
ture ministry, parallel to the ‘call’ of many of the Old Testament
prophets. Mark’s account, and less clearly Luke’s, suggests that it was
a purely private experience; John (:–) indicates that John at least
saw the Spirit descending like a dove, though the accompanying revela-
tion to him was not the divine pronouncement recorded in the
Synoptics. Matthew’s account is similar to Mark’s (especially if the
reading ‘opened to him’, found in many later MSS, is original, though
this is not likely). The third-person form of the proclamation in v.
 suggests a public revelation, but this is hard to reconcile with the
fact that Jesus’ Messianic status was not publicly stated throughout
his ministry, and was only grasped by his closest disciples much later
(:–); Matthew therefore, while assimilating the words to those
at the transfiguration (:), probably intends them to be understood
as addressed to Jesus only. The whole focus of the account is on
Jesus’ ‘commissioning’, not on a public revelation of his mission.

The heavens were opened echoes Ezekiel’s inaugural vision (Ezek. :),
also by a river (cf. also Ezek. : for the coming of the Spirit). The
descent of the Spirit of God may indicate the return of the long-
absent gift of prophetic inspiration, but more obviously indicates the
promised endowment of the Messiah (e.g. Isa. :; :; :). We
need not assume that Jesus had no previous experience of the
Spirit; the vision symbolizes his commissioning for his Messianic
work, not a new spiritual status. The dove as a symbol of the Spirit
(Luke : indicates that the reference is to the visible ‘shape’ of the
vision, not to the gentle mode of the Spirit’s descent) was not com-
mon in Jewish thought, but is found in some later Jewish writings,
based probably on the Spirit’s ‘hovering’ over the waters in Genesis
:.

. The voice from heaven (i.e. from God) speaks in the second per-

 M A T T H E W



son (You are …) in Mark and Luke, and Western MSS have the same
reading here; but it is more likely that scribes altered an original third
person to agree with the Synoptic parallels than that a second per-
son was altered to conform to :. Apparently, then, Matthew has
deliberately put it in the third person to remind his readers of the
parallel pronouncement in :. The words are generally understood
to be drawn from Psalm :, which addresses the Davidic king as
God’s son and was understood of the Messiah, and Isaiah :,
which introduces the Servant as God’s chosen on whom he has put
his Spirit. RSV mg., which is more literal, makes the allusions
clearer. (Beloved, Matthew’s rendering of ‘chosen’ in Isa. : here and
in :, suggests an ‘only’ son: cf. LXX Gen. :, sometimes also
thought to be in mind here.) Jesus’ Messianic mission, already sym-
bolized in the vision of v. , is thus spelt out around three key con-
cepts; he is the Davidic Messiah, the Son of God, and the Servant
whose mission is to bear the sins of his people. Again there is no sug-
gestion that Jesus became Son of God at his baptism. It was a pivotal
experience, not in that it made Jesus anything which he was not al-
ready, but in that it launched him on the mission for which he had
long prepared, and defined that mission in terms of Old Testament
expectation.

iii. The test (:–)
To refer to this episode as the temptation of Jesus is doubly mis-
leading. First, the verb peirazo- (vv. , ) in Matthew always signifies
testing (and in its  New Testament occurrences it clearly indicates
tempting to do wrong only in  Cor. :; Jas :–); see also John
:;  Corinthians : for some clear examples of this primary sense.
Satan’s intention was, no doubt, to persuade Jesus to do wrong, but
the initiative was with God (see on v. ), and the whole emphasis of
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the story is on the testing of Jesus’ reaction to his Messianic voca-
tion as Son of God. Secondly, to speak of ‘the temptation’ is mis-
leading because Matthew does not suggest (and Luke :, ‘until an
opportune time’, clearly denies) that this was the sum-total of Jesus’
struggle against Satanic suggestions (cf. Heb. :); it is rather a spe-
cific examination of Jesus’ newly revealed relationship with God.
The true sense of the passage is well summed up in the title of B.
Gerhardsson’s monograph, The Testing of God’s Son.

The source of the account (as for the experience at his baptism)
can only be Jesus himself. Its recording by Matthew and Luke dif-
fers only in some details and in the order of the second and third
temptations. Explanations of the different order, on both literary and
theological grounds, are as many as commentators, and all are con-
jectural, but most agree that Matthew’s order, with its focus on the
‘Son of God’ theme (vv. , ), after which Satan ‘drops his disguise’
(Schweizer) to reveal his true purpose, is more probably the origin-
al. Clearly the chronological order was not felt to be important.

The focus of the story, as of each part of Matthew’s introductory
section, is on the Old Testament. There are implied parallels between
Jesus’ experience and that of Moses (see on vv. , ) and Elijah (see
on vv. , ); and Psalm , quoted by Satan in v. , is probably
echoed again in v. , while its theme of humble expectation of
God’s protection underlies much of the account. But the primary
focus is on Deuteronomy  – , three times quoted by Jesus in
answer to Satan’s suggestions (v.  = Deut. :; v.  = Deut. :; v.
 = Deut. :). It is a description of the lessons God put before
the Israelites in the wilderness before their mission of conquest
of the promised land, when he tested them (Deut. :) as a man
disciplines his son (Deut. :). Israel failed to learn its lessons, but
now the true Son of God, at the outset of his mission, faces the
same tests in the wilderness and succeeds. The conception of Jesus
as the true Israel, already affirmed by Matthew in :, here comes
to fuller expression.

. Then, a favourite connecting word in Matthew, does not always
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convey a definite chronological or even logical connection. Here,
however, it marks an important sequence, from the confirmation of
Jesus’ status and mission at his baptism, to the testing of his response
to that experience. Matthew stresses that he was led up by the Spirit (cf.
:) with the express intention of being tested (cf. ‘to be baptized’,
:). The devil was the agent; he appears in Matthew as a real and
powerful rival, the one whose authority is threatened by Jesus’ in-
auguration of the kingdom of heaven (:–; :, ; :; see
Kingsbury, pp. –). But his hostile intention is here shown to
be put to the service of God’s deliberate purpose of testing his Son.
The testing in the wilderness already recalls the experience of Israel
(Deut. :).

. Jesus’ fast for forty days and forty nights recalls that of Moses at
Sinai (Exod. :; Deut. :, ) and that of Elijah on the way there
( Kgs :); the mountain (v. ) perhaps reinforces these allusions.
But in view of the explicit reference to Israel’s wilderness experiences
throughout the narrative, the forty years of Israel’s hunger (Deut.
:–) are probably more directly in mind. There is no indication
whether Jesus’ fast was a total abstinence from food, or merely the
privation of living on what little could be found in the wilderness,
but it was sufficiently serious to cause real hunger. The Son of
God was not exempt from human physical needs.

–. But the Son of God has no need to be hungry, suggests the
devil. (If does not necessarily express doubt, but takes up the reve-
lation of :, and examines its implications.) He has the power to
satisfy physical need by miraculous means. Later miracles prove
this was true: see :–; :–. The act was thus not in itself
wrong. But Jesus recognized in his hunger an experience designed
by God to teach him the lesson of Deuteronomy :. His mission
was to be one of continual privation, for the sake of his ministry of
the word of God; a concern for his own material comfort could only
jeopardize it. As Son of God, he must learn, as Israel had failed to
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learn, to put first things first. And that must mean an unquestion-
ing obedience to his Father’s plan. Note that there is no suggestion
either in the devil’s proposal or in Jesus’ reply of a temptation to
present himself to others as an ‘economic Messiah’. The emphasis
is entirely on his own relationship with God.

–. Whether the devil took him, here and in v. , literally or in a vi-
sion is not clear. The physical impossibility of a mountain com-
manding a world-wide view (v. ) may suggest the latter (cf. Ezekiel’s
visionary ‘visit’ to the temple at Jerusalem while he was in Babylon,
Ezek. :–; :). The pinnacle (literally ‘small wing’) of the temple
would be some projecting part of the temple buildings; the main
temple building was some  feet high. The devil’s suggestion
(and Jesus’ reply) again makes no reference to the effect of this spec-
tacular leap on bystanders, giving Jesus instant success as ‘Messiah’.
Rather the focus is again on his relationship to God. As Son of God,
he could surely claim with absolute confidence the physical protec-
tion which God promises in Psalm :– (and throughout that
Psalm) to those who trust him. So why not try it by forcing God’s
hand (and thus silence any lingering doubts about his relationship
with God)? But this would be to tempt God (see above, p. , on the
verb), as Israel did in the wilderness at Massah (Deut. :), when
they ‘put the LORD to the proof by saying, “Is the LORD among us
or not?” ’ (Exod. :–). The Son of God can live only in a rela-
tionship of trust which needs no test. Christians perplexed by the
apparently thin line between ‘the prayer of faith’ and ‘putting God
to the test’ should note that the devil’s suggestion was of an artifi-
cially created crisis, not of trusting God in the situations which re-
sult from obedient service.

–. The view from the mountain recalls Moses’ view of the
promised land from Mount Nebo (Deut. :–). The devil’s do-
minion over all the world, implied here and explicit in Luke :, is
stated also in John : (cf.  Cor. :;  John :). It was this do-
minion which Jesus had come to contest, and the contest would be
fierce. To avoid it by compromise with the devil was not a very sub-
tle temptation, but it provided a crucial test of Jesus’ loyalty to his
Father, even where it meant renouncing the easy way of allowing the
end to justify the means. (After all, Jesus’ mission was to achieve
world-wide dominion: Dan. :; cf. Matt. :.) Israel had fallen
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to this temptation again and again, and had renounced their exclu-
sive loyalty to God for the sake of political advantage. At the entry
to the promised land the temptation met them in an acute form
(Deut. :–; Jesus’ reply quotes v. ). But the true Son of God
cannot compromise his loyalty, and sharply dismisses the devil, us-
ing now for the first time the name which reveals his true purpose,
Satan, ‘the enemy’ (of God and of his purpose of salvation).

. The angelic help of Psalm :, which Jesus refused to call
for illegitimately (vv. –), is now appropriately given. Ministered im-
plies particularly the provision of food, and again the experience of
Elijah seems to be recalled ( Kgs :–). The lessons of the
period of hunger have been well learnt, and God’s messengers
break the fast that Jesus himself would not break (vv. –).

iv. The withdrawal to Galilee (:–)
This section, like :–,reveals Matthew’s special interest in Jesus’
geographical movements and their scriptural justification. It bridges
the gap between Jesus’ experiences in the Jordan valley and the
wilderness (:–:) and the opening of his public ministry in
Galilee. The Gospel of John records Jesus’ early activity (both in
Judea and Galilee) while John the Baptist was still active (John :–
:; N.B. :); this activity, if it is intended to be chronologically
arranged in John, must presumably be fitted in after Matthew :,
the ‘retreat’ of : being that of John :.

. John’s imprisonment (see further, :ff.) provides not only the
occasion but the reason for Jesus’ ‘tactical withdrawal’ into Galilee (for
withdrew, cf. :, , ; :; :; :, all following indications
of official hostility). The move entailed a change not only of loca-
tion but of the style of Jesus’ ministry, from a baptizing movement
by the Jordan (John :ff.; :–) to an itinerant preaching and heal-
ing ministry (vv. –), less likely to be associated with that of John.

. While Capernaum is mentioned in the other Gospels as a
scene of Jesus’ ministry, only Matthew makes explicit that Jesus now
made it his home (cf. :; :–; but see :, suggesting that it
was only a ‘base’ to which Jesus and his disciples returned from time
to time from their itinerant ministry). Matthew’s reason for men-
tioning this may be due to his own connection with the town, : (if
the apostle Matthew is the author; see pp. –); or there may be
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a more theological motive in stressing the unique opportunity of-
fered to this town which yet failed to believe (:–). Capernaum,
as a busy lakeside town, ensured a wider audience for Jesus’ teach-
ing than Nazareth; leaving Nazareth may also reflect the rejection of
Jesus by his own people recorded in Luke :–.

–. The geographical details given in v.  provide the setting
for a quotation of Isaiah :– (:–:, Heb.). Matthew gives his
own translation, abbreviating the text in v.  so as to pick out the
geographical features alone as a list grammatically unconnected
with what follows. Toward the sea, across the Jordan in Isaiah describes
Galilee from the perspective of the Assyrian invader, as the land west
of the river. Galilee of the Gentiles was now an even more appropri-
ate description than in Isaiah’s day, as successive movements of pop-
ulation had given it a predominantly Gentile population until a
deliberate Judaizing policy was adopted by the Hasmonaean rulers,
resulting in a thoroughly mixed population. That such an area should
be the place of revelation of the Jewish Messiah needed to be jus-
tified (cf. :), and that justification Matthew finds in Isaiah’s pre-
diction of new light dawning in Galilee after the devastation caused
by the Assyrian invasion. That Isaiah himself was here, as in : (see
on :), thinking of more than the immediate historical situation
is seen by reading on a few verses, where the dawning light is focused
in the birth of the divine child of :–. Galilee, so often the
underdog both in political fortunes and in the eyes of official
Jewish religion, was in fact destined to play a crucial role in the
unfolding of God’s plan of salvation. (Cf. the Magi, and the women
of :, –, for Matthew’s interest in the place of ‘outsiders’ in the
purpose of God; and cf. on :.)
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 . PUBLIC MINISTRY IN AND AROUND
GALILEE ( : –  : )

This long section describes what Matthew regards as the main
period of Jesus’ public ministry, beginning from his first appearance
as a preacher and extending to his disciples’ recognition of his
unique status and mission. This whole period is set in Galilee and its
immediate environment: ministry in Judea will come later as the
climax to Jesus’ mission. No indication is given of the length of
this period of ministry, nor is the material set out in any clear
chronological order. Rather it is arranged thematically, and the
subdivisions given below attempt to isolate the main groupings (see
the Analysis, pp. –). Some are clear, such as the teaching on
discipleship (chs.  – , the ‘Sermon on the Mount’), the two
chapters of miracles (chs.  – ), the mission of the disciples (ch. ),
and the collection of parables (ch. ). The remainder (our
subdivisions E and G) does not so clearly fall into large sections on
single themes, but often a logical progression is found between
individual subsections, and the interest throughout these less
homogeneous sections is focused on the varying response of



different groups to Jesus, with the growing faith of the disciples and
the mounting hostility of the religious authorities as two contrast-
ing sub-plots developing throughout. So while it is not realistic to in-
sist on deliberate logical connections at every point, Matthew was
clearly conscious of the importance of a coherent framework, and
his arrangement of his material is seldom if ever haphazard. The
result is a many-faceted portrayal of the character of Jesus’ public
ministry which led up to the final clash with the authorities.

A. Introduction to the public ministry (:–)

i. Summary of Jesus’ preaching (:)
From that time indicates a fresh start, a new phase of Jesus’ activity (see
p.  for the importance of this verse in the structure of the Gospel).
At the heart of this new ministry is proclamation of a message iden-
tical with that of John the Baptist (:), and later to be echoed by
Jesus’ disciples (:). Jesus calls for a decisive response (see on :
for repent ) to a new situation, the arrival in his ministry of the king-
dom of heaven (again see on :; and pp. –).

ii. The call of four disciples (:–)
The inclusion of this short narrative in the introduction to the
Galilean ministry is necessary not only for the literary purpose of
providing the primary audience for the teaching in chapters  –  (see
on :–), but also because the disciples form an essential element
in many aspects of Jesus’ ministry to be described in the following
chapters. Only the call of Matthew is separately described later
(:); otherwise these four are intended to be taken as typical of the
disciple group. Three of them also formed the ‘core group’ who
were to share some particularly intimate experiences with Jesus
(:; :; Mark :; :). Luke :– gives a fuller and inde-
pendent narrative of this incident, of which Matthew typically gives
only the details relevant to his immediate purpose.

. The Sea of Galilee (cf. :), elsewhere in Matthew called
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simply ‘the sea’, is more correctly referred to by Luke as the ‘lake’:
it is only some  miles by  ( km by ). Its fishing industry was
prosperous, and its fishermen not necessarily poor (Zebedee’s family
employed workers, Mark :). Simon and Andrew were from Beth-
saida (John :), but had settled in Capernaum (:, ). Simon’s
name is Jewish but Andrew’s (like that of Philip, also of Bethsaida,
John :; cf. John :–) is Greek, reflecting the mixed culture
of Galilee. Simon’s ‘nickname’, Peter, is also Greek, but reflects an
original Aramaic Kêpa-’, ‘rock’ (John :;  Cor. :; Gal. :; etc.);
it was given to him by Jesus (Mark :; John :).

. Follow me (literally ‘come behind me’) would immediately sug-
gest the disciples of a Rabbi (see Davies, pp. –), who literally
followed him around to absorb his teaching, though this was by their
own choice, not by his summons. A good teacher would be expected
to have a group of such ‘followers’. But Jesus calls his disciples not
only to listen and learn, but to take an active part as fishers of men.
Jeremiah : had spoken of fishing for men, but this was to catch
them for judgment (cf. Amos :); Jesus’ ‘fishermen’ will save men
from judgment.

. The ready response of the fishermen here and in v.  indi-
cates the authority of Jesus’ summons. It was not their first meet-
ing (John :–; cf. Luke :), but it was the first time Jesus had
demanded their literally leaving home to join him in his itinerant min-
istry. It did not involve disposing of home and property or a sever-
ing of family ties (e.g. :; John :), but it would bring a complete
disruption of their normal way of life (cf. :–).

–. James and John were partners with the other two (Luke :),
and John may have been one of those who had already met Jesus by
the Jordan (the unnamed disciple of John :–). By adding im-
mediately and mentioning the abandonment of the boat and their father
separately (cf. Mark :) Matthew emphasizes the extent and the
readiness of their renunciation.

iii. Summary of the public ministry (:–)
Short summaries are a feature of Matthew’s Gospel. Cf. : (ver-
bally almost identical with :); :; :; :–; :–;
:–. This rather longer summary establishes the general pattern
of Jesus’ activity into which the incidents in following chapters will
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fit. It also shows again Matthew’s interest in the geographical extent
of Jesus’ activity, distinguishing the extent of his actual move-
ments (v. ), of his reputation (v. ), and of the area from which
crowds came to him (v. ).

. Jesus’ own activity in this period was confined, according to
Matthew (with few exceptions: :; :; :), to Galilee alone.
The mention of synagogues and of the (Jewish) people (see on :) sug-
gests that it was concentrated on the Jewish part of Galilee’s mixed
population (cf. :–; :); two accounts of healing of Gentiles
in this section both emphasize the exceptional nature of the occa-
sion (see on :–; :–). His ministry is summarized under
three headings: teaching in their synagogues (i.e. biblical exposition, as in
Luke :ff.), preaching the gospel of the kingdom (i.e. public proclama-
tion, as in :), and healing, in which the power of the kingdom of
heaven was actually brought into operation (cf. :); John had
preached the same message, but in Jesus’ ministry what for John was
future became present, and God’s kingdom became a reality. Gospel
means ‘good news’, and gospel of the kingdom is used by Matthew here
and in :; : (cf. :) as a summary of the message of Jesus
and of his disciples, that in him the kingdom of heaven has arrived
(cf. Kingsbury, pp. ff.).

. While Jesus remained in Galilee, his reputation spread through-
out all Syria (probably in the Old Testament sense meaning the regions
neighbouring Israel to the north and north-east, not the much larger
Roman province of Syria). The variety of healings specifically
recorded in the Gospels amply justifies this list of various diseases. The
exorcism of demoniacs, usually distinguished from physical healing
(see on :), is here included as an aspect of the practical effect of
the coming of the kingdom of heaven.

. Jesus’ following was drawn not only from Galilee, the area of
his actual activity, but also from Judea to the south, and to the east
from both Decapolis (a largely Gentile confederacy) and Peraea (be-
yond the Jordan, now in its normal Jewish sense, in contrast with
:), which together covered the Old Testament Gilead; thus the
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whole ancient ‘holy land’ (with the exception of Samaria, which
Matthew nowhere mentions except to exclude it; see on :) re-
sponded to the coming of the Messiah.

B. Jesus’ teaching on discipleship (: – :)

The ‘Sermon on the Mount’ is a collection of Jesus’ teaching bear-
ing in different ways on the theme of discipleship. Much of it is
found only in Matthew, but roughly a half of it has parallels in Luke,
which are, however, located in various parts of his Gospel. Some of
these are verbally identical; others differ radically in wording while
retaining the same sense; while others are superficially similar in
form, but convey a different message. All this suggests that these
chapters do not represent a single actual sermon. But the sermon
recorded in Luke :–, while very much shorter than Matthew
 – , is mostly paralleled in these chapters, much of it in the same
order; each ‘sermon’ begins with a set of ‘beatitudes’ (though with
very different orientation, as we shall see), and each ends with the
parable of the two house-builders (though the form and wording of
the parables is strikingly different). It is likely, therefore, that Matthew’s
collection has been structured around an existing sermon ‘outline’
which Luke also knew (just as each of the other ‘discourses’ is an ex-
pansion of a shorter section of teaching found in Mark). See above,
pp. –, for Matthew’s major collections of Jesus’ teaching.

On this understanding of the nature of the ‘sermon’, the teach-
ing is throughout the teaching of Jesus, but much of the structure
derives from Matthew. Much may therefore be learnt of Matthew’s
special emphases and of his understanding of Jesus’ teaching by
studying the way he has put the various sayings of Jesus together.

The theme of this, Matthew’s longest and most wide-ranging col-
lection of Jesus’ teaching, is indicated by the stated audience (see on
:–); it deals with the character, duties, attitudes and dangers of the
Christian disciple. It is a manifesto setting out the nature of life in
the kingdom of heaven.

M A T T H E W  :  ‒  :   

. On the literary character and origin of chapters  –  see further,
Guelich, pp. –.



The Sermon thus makes no claim to present an ethic for all men;
indeed much of it would make no sense as a universal code. It is con-
cerned not with ethics in general, but with discipleship, with man in
his obedience and devotion to God, not with a pattern for society.
To interpret it legalistically as a set of rules is to miss the point; it rep-
resents a demand more radical than any legislator could conceive,
going far beyond what human nature can meet, a demand for
perfection (:). And central to it is the person of Jesus himself: for
his sake the disciples are to be persecuted (:); he sets before them
his own interpretation of the will of God (:–: ‘I say to you …’);
their eternal destiny depends on their relation to him (:–) and
their response to his teaching (:–). The Sermon is thus far from
being just a collection of moral precepts. It presents the radical de-
mand of Jesus the Messiah on all who respond to his preaching of
God’s kingdom. ‘The Sermon on the Mount compels us, in the first
place, to ask who he is who utters these words.’

i. Introduction (:–)
The mountain is not a specific place, but a general term, as we
might say ‘into the hills’ (cf. :; :; :, none of which
specifies the exact place; contrast :; :, where ‘a high mountain’
indicates a specific, though unidentified, peak). It indicates the
steeply rising ground to the west of the lake of Galilee. Such ‘re-
treats’ to the quiet of the hills, for prayer and teaching, are a regu-
lar feature of Jesus’ ministry. It is therefore unlikely that any allusion
is here intended to Moses’ ascent of the specific peak of Sinai to re-
ceive the law, thus portraying Jesus as a new lawgiver like Moses. The
parallels drawn with Moses in chapter  and, perhaps, in :–,
and the later mention of Moses on the ‘high mountain’ in :, show
that the relation of Jesus to Moses was a live issue, but this is in his
character as a deliverer and prophet, and thus a type of the Messiah.
The Sermon on the Mount will present Jesus as much more than
another lawgiver, and its explicit comparison of Jesus’ teaching
with the Mosaic law will stress newness as much as continuity (:–
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). Jesus is depicted sitting (the correct posture for formal teach-
ing: cf. :; :; :; :; Luke :), with his disciples round him.
The crowds, apparently here left behind, are found in :– to have
been also listening, but that can only be as a more remote audience,
for passages like :– are clearly addressed only to disciples.
Perhaps a rigid distinction between disciples and crowd should not
be pressed: there were varying degrees of commitment. But the pri-
mary audience is clearly the ‘insiders’.

ii. The advantages of discipleship (:–)
‘Beatitudes’ (i.e. statements of the type ‘Blessed is/are…’) are
found elsewhere in Matthew (:; :; :; :) and more fre-
quently in Luke. They are based on a common form of expression
in the poetical books of the Old Testament (e.g. Pss. :; :–;
:; :–; :), but nowhere in the Old Testament or other
Jewish literature is there so long and carefully constructed a series
as here. (Eccl. :– is the nearest parallel, but it does not match
the formal structure of this passage.) Psalm , listing the qualities
required for admission to the ‘hill of the Lord’, is similar in its con-
ception, but not in its form. The finely balanced structure of these
eight sayings is one of the best examples of the way Jesus designed
his teaching for easy memorization (note the rhythmical structure,
and the correspondence of the second clause in the first and last
beatitudes). An element of alliteration in the Greek (the first four
qualities all begin with p) must presumably be attributed to the trans-
lator of the original Aramaic, where no such alliteration can be re-
constructed.

The beatitudes of Luke :– are often regarded as a variant of
the same original saying. But not only are they only four in number,
and balanced by four ‘woes’ not found in Matthew; they are also cast
in a second-person form, unlike the third-person form of Matthew
and of the Old Testament parallels. Moreover, the contents of
Luke’s beatitudes, while superficially similar to Matthew’s first, sec-
ond, fourth and eighth, are significantly different in emphasis, as they
(and the ‘woes’) concentrate on the material distress of Jesus’
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disciples at the time (‘you’), while Matthew’s deal with the spiritual
qualities of all who enter the kingdom of heaven. In view of the
many Old Testament precedents, there is no improbability in Jesus’
use of the beatitude form on separate occasions and with different
emphases. Certainly neither of these distinctive sets of beatitudes is
best served by interpreting it as a variant of the other; their aims are
clearly different.

‘Blessed’ is a misleading translation of makarios, which does not
denote one whom God blesses (which would be euloge-tos, reflecting
Heb. ba-rûk), but represents the Hebrew ’ašrê, ‘fortunate’, and is
used, like ’ašrê, almost entirely in the formal setting of a beatitude.
It introduces someone who is to be congratulated, someone whose
place in life is an enviable one. ‘Happy’ is better than ‘blessed’, but
only if used not of a mental state but of a condition of life. ‘For-
tunate’ or ‘well off ’ is less ambiguous. It is not a psychological de-
scription, but a recommendation.

The beatitudes thus outline the attitudes of the true disciple, the
one who has accepted the demands of God’s kingdom, in contrast
with the attitudes of the ‘man of the world’; and they present this
as the best way of life not only in its intrinsic goodness but in its re-
sults. The rewards of discipleship are therefore spelt out in the sec-
ond half of each verse. The tenses are future, except in the first and
last, indicating that the best is yet to come, when God’s kingdom is
finally established and its subjects enter into their inheritance. But
the present tense of vv.  and  warns us against an exclusively
future interpretation, for God rewards these attitudes with their
respective results progressively in the disciple’s experience. The
emphasis is not so much on time, present or future, as on the
certainty that discipleship will not be in vain.

. Poor in spirit warns us immediately that the thought here is not
(as it is in Luke :) of material poverty. The phrase alludes to an
Old Testament theme which underlies all the beatitudes, that of the
‘poor’ or ‘meek’ (‘a-nî or ‘a-na-w) who occur frequently in the Psalms
and elsewhere (N.B. Isa. :–, alluded to in v. , and Ps. , alluded
to in v. ), those who humbly trust God, even though their loyalty
results in oppression and material disadvantage, in contrast with the
‘wicked’ who arrogantly set themselves up against God and perse-
cute his people. The emphasis is on piety and suffering, and on
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dependence on God, not on material poverty as such. In later
Jewish writings, particularly the Psalms of Solomon and the
Qumran literature (‘poor in spirit’ occurs in QM :), ‘the poor’
continues to denote the faithful and persecuted people of God,
whom he will ultimately vindicate. This humble, ‘unworldly’ attitude,
which puts its trust only in God (G. Barth, TIM, pp. –, uses
the phrase ‘empty before God’) is the mark of the disciple; the king-
dom of heaven belongs to (perhaps better ‘consists of ’) such men.
They are God’s people.

. Those who mourn are not necessarily the bereaved, or even the
penitent. They are the suffering, those whose life is, from a worldly
point of view, an unhappy one, and particularly those who suffer for
their loyalty to God (see on v. ). The verse echoes Isaiah :, which
promises consolation as a part of the Messiah’s work. In God’s sal-
vation they will find a happiness which transcends their worldly con-
dition. The use of the passive they shall be comforted is a Semitic idiom
for what God will do. So also in vv. , , .

. The meek echoes the same Old Testament idea as the ‘poor in
spirit’. They are those who do not throw their weight about, but rely
on God to give them their due. Meekness as a characteristic of
Jesus’ own ministry is stressed by Matthew (:; :–; :).
The promise to the meek is quoted from Psalm : (a psalm con-
cerned throughout with the contrasting attitudes and destiny of the
‘meek’ and the ‘wicked’). The possession of ‘the land’ there refers
primarily to Palestine, though the idea is more generally of the
meek supplanting the wicked. Jesus applies it not territorially, but in
terms of the ultimate vindication of the meek. God will give them
the high place they would not seize for themselves.

. For spiritual hunger and thirst cf. Psalm :–; Isaiah :–. For
righteousness in Matthew see on :; the meaning here will be that
their one desire is for a relationship of obedience and trust with God.
It is thus a personal aspiration, not a desire for social justice. The idea
of ‘vindication’ (a regular meaning of s.ĕda-qâ, ‘righteousness’, in the
Old Testament), or of ‘justification’ (dikaiosyne-, ‘righteousness’,
often carries this sense in Paul, but probably not in Matthew) may
be implied in the promise that this desire shall be satisfied, but the
ultimate satisfaction of a relationship with God unclouded by dis-
obedience is chiefly in view.
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. The importance of mercy, and its reciprocal nature, is stressed
in Matthew (:, –; :; :; :–; :). For the recip-
rocal principle cf. Psalm :–, and conversely Job :–;
Proverbs :; etc. For the practical character of mercy see on :.

. Cf. Psalm :–. Pure in heart should not be restricted to
moral, still less sexual, purity; it denotes one who loves God with all
his heart (Deut. :), with an undivided loyalty, and whose inward na-
ture corresponds with his outward profession (cf. Isa. :). ‘Such
is the generation of those who seek him’ (Ps. :), and they receive
the promise that they shall see God. This can only fully be realized in
heaven, when ‘we shall see him as he is’ ( John :); then ‘we shall
be like him’, and the longings of v.  will be finally satisfied. But in
a lesser sense the vision of God is already the experience of his true
lovers on earth, who persevere in his service ‘as seeing him who is
invisible’ (Heb. :).

. In a world characterized by conflict and rivalry, a keeper of the
peace is rare, a peacemaker still rarer. The absence of selfish ambition
which has marked the earlier beatitudes provides the only basis for
this quality, which is particularly pleasing to God (Ps. :). God is
the supreme peacemaker (cf. Eph. :–; Col. :) and this qual-
ity marks disciples out as his sons, for the son shares the character-
istics of the father.

. Righteousness, as in v. , is more than just ‘being good’. It indi-
cates a whole orientation of life towards God and his will. Such a life
is conspicuous (cf. vv. –), and so attracts persecution, as vv. –
 will explain further. For theirs is the kingdom of heaven echoes v. ,
thus rounding off the series, and marking it as one composite
whole, not a list of optional additions. This God-like character, in
its entirety, should be progressively seen in all true disciples, because
only where it is found is the kingdom of heaven, God’s control, really
effective.

iii. The distinctiveness of the disciple (:–)
From a general description of the disciple character, the Sermon
now turns to a direct address to Jesus’ disciples, and indicates the ef-
fect that character is to have in their life and witness. (See Davies, pp.
–, –, for the possibility that a specific contrast with Ju-
daism is intended, portraying the disciples as the true Israel.)
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–. This saying is formally distinct from the beatitudes, despite
the opening makarioi. It is an expansion (possibly based on Isa.
:) of the thought of the last beatitude, but now applied directly
to the listening disciples, and introducing the contrast between them
and other men which is the theme of vv. –. Insult and slander
are the forms which persecution of Christians has often taken from
the earliest times (see, e.g., :–;  Pet. :; :, –). Since
Jesus himself was abused and slandered, it should be no surprise that
his followers receive the same treatment on my account (cf. :; :).
Indeed it should make them glad (cf. the same verb in  Pet. :; :),
because it shows that they are in the true succession of God’s faith-
ful servants. See :– for the theme of persecution of the
prophets (and cf. :; :; Luke :); the saying does not nec-
essarily view the disciples as prophets, but places them, with Jesus
himself, in line with those whose stand for God has incurred the hos-
tility of the world. On reward, see Jeremias, NTT, pp. –; the
idea is frequent in Jesus’ teaching (it was already implicit in :–),
not in the sense of an earned payment (this idea is excluded, e.g., by
Luke :) but of a freely given recompense, out of all proportion
to the service (:; :, ). In heaven means not so much ‘after
death’ as ‘with God’.

. Salt serves mainly to give flavour, and to prevent corruption.
Disciples, if they are true to their calling, make the earth a purer and
a more palatable place. But they can do so only as long as they pre-
serve their distinctive character: unsalty salt has no more value.
Strictly, pure salt cannot lose its salinity; but the impure ‘salt’ dug
from the shores of the Dead Sea could gradually become unsalty as
the actual sodium chloride dissolved. In any case, Jesus was not
teaching chemistry, but using a proverbial image (it recurs in
Bekhoroth b). The Rabbis commonly used salt as an image for
wisdom (cf. Col. :), which may explain why the Greek word rep-
resented by lost its taste actually means ‘become foolish’. (Aramaic
ta-pe-l, which conveys both meanings, was no doubt the word used by
Jesus.) A foolish disciple has no influence on the world.
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–. Light, like salt, affects its environment by being distinc-
tive. The disciple who is visibly different from other men will
have an effect on them. But the aim of his good works is not to par-
ade his own virtue, but to direct attention to the God who inspired
them. By so doing the disciple will give light to all (cf. Phil. :).
Jesus is pre-eminently the light of the world (John :), as Isaiah had
prophesied of the Servant (Isa. :; :), but this role passed to his
disciples (cf. Acts :). The city set on a hill, rather awkwardly in-
troduced among the sayings about light, reinforces the importance
of being conspicuously different.A bushel (grain measure of about
 litres) put over an oil lamp would probably put it out, so that
the meaning could be that a lamp is not lit only to be put out again
(Jeremias, PJ, pp. –); but the emphasis of the passage is
on non-concealment (cf. Mark :; Luke :, ‘under a bed’), so
again the ‘scientific’ implication need not be pressed. A secret dis-
ciple is no more use in the world than one who has lost his distinc-
tiveness (v. ). Your Father who is in heaven is a favourite expression in
Matthew (cf. :; :, ; :; etc.), and reflects a major emphasis in
Jesus’ teaching. In earlier Jewish thought God was generally the
Father of Israel rather than of individuals, though this phrase was
coming into use by the first century AD in the latter sense (see ICC,
p. ).

iv. Jesus’ attitude to the Old Testament (:–)
This controversial passage is a general statement of Jesus’ attitude
to the Old Testament, especially (but not only: see on v. ) in its le-
gal provisions, designed to introduce the detailed examples of Jesus’
ethical teaching in relation to the Old Testament law in vv. –, and
indeed at many points throughout the Gospel. The controversy
centres on whether these words affirm the permanent validity of the
details of the Old Testament law as regulations, or whether they ex-
press more generally the God-given authority of the Old Testament
without specifying just how it is applicable in the new situation
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introduced by the coming of Jesus. We shall return to this central
issue after dealing with the detailed exegesis.

. It is not unlikely that more legalistically inclined Jews, scandal-
ized by Jesus’ radical attitude to, e.g., the sabbath or the laws of un-
cleanness, accused him of setting out to abolish the law and the prophets.
The charge, and its rebuttal, would be the more worth recording if
Matthew’s church included Christians who, like the heretic Marcion in
the second century (and like some today), disparaged or completely re-
pudiated the Old Testament. But the emphasis of the saying lies not
on the negative but on the positive (cf. : for a similar rhetorical con-
struction): Jesus has come to fulfil the law and the prophets. Among the
many nuances suggested for ple-ro-sai, ‘fulfil’, the following are the main
options: (a) to accomplish, obey; (b) to bring out the full meaning;
(c) to complete (‘to bring to its destined end’, Davies, p. ), by giv-
ing the final revelation of God’s will to which the Old Testament
pointed forward, and which now transcends it (cf. the double mean-
ing of Rom. :, ‘Christ is the end of the law’: he both completes and
transcends it). It is doubtful if any single translation or even paraphrase
can do justice to ple-ro-sai here, but (c) points in the right direction. (a)
may be immediately rejected: it is not a normal meaning of the verb; it
hardly fits ‘the prophets’; and it does not suitably contrast with abolish,
which was a matter of teaching not of action. (b) is true to what Jesus
will do in vv. ff., but is inadequate as a translation of ple-ro-sai, which
is normally used in Matthew (as in the LXX) of bringing into being that
which was promised. This Matthaean usage, seen especially in the in-
troductory formulae to the formula-quotations (see pp. –), and in
:, , must surely be determinative for its use here. This is rein-
forced by the mention of the prophets, whose writings are ‘fulfilled’ when
what they looked forward to happens. The law and the prophets is a reg-
ular Jewish name for the entire Old Testament (cf. :; :; Acts
:; :; Rom. :) and occurs again in :, with the verb
‘prophesied’. So the whole Old Testament, the law as well as the
prophets, pointed forward to what Jesus has now brought into being.
His ministry brings them to full measure (cf. ple-roo- in :), by sup-
plying the final revelation of the will of God (see Jeremias, NTT, pp. –
). In the background may be the Jewish expectation (based on
e.g. Isa. :; Jer. :ff.) that the Messiah’s role would include the de-
finitive exposition of the law, sometimes amounting virtually to the
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promulgation of a new law (see Davies, pp. –). This complex of
ideas then lies behind ple-ro-sai : Jesus is bringing that to which the Old Tes-
tament looked forward; his teaching will transcend the Old Testament
revelation, but, far from abolishing it, is itself its intended culmination.

. Truly (Greek Ame-n), I say to you is Jesus’ own signature: no other
teacher is known to have used it. Matthew records it  times, John
(with a double Ame-n)  times. It serves, like the prophets’ ‘Thus says
the LORD’, to mark a saying as important and authoritative. The say-
ing so introduced is similar to Luke :, and affirms that the law
(possibly, in the light of v. , meaning the whole Old Testament,
though v.  will speak specifically of ‘commandments’) will remain
intact till heaven and earth pass away. (Jesus’ own words will remain even
longer: :! But the expression is probably less a specific note of
time than an idiom for something inconceivable.) The iota (the let-
ter yôd ) is the smallest Hebrew letter, and is often optional in
spelling; the dot (keraia, ‘horn’) may be either the similar letter wa-w
(which is equally optional), or the ‘serif ’ which distinguishes some
similar Hebrew letters. The Rabbis discussed at length the destructive
effects of such minute alterations to a single letter of the law (Levit-
icus Rabbah :). It is inconceivable that the law should be altered un-
til all is accomplished. Three interpretations are possible. (a) ‘Until the end
of the world’; but this would be a unique use of the phrase, and would
merely repeat the earlier part of the verse. (b) ‘Until all its requirements
are met’; but is accomplished ( gene-tai ) means literally ‘happens’, and is
used of events, not of things ‘being done’. (c) ‘Until what it looks
forward to arrives’; this both does justice to gene-tai (N.B. :, where
virtually the same clause has this meaning), and links this verse with
the thought of v.  (and the for with which it opens demands such
a link). It is, then, Jesus’ ‘fulfilment’ of the Old Testament which is
in view here. The law remains valid until it reaches its intended cul-
mination; this it is now doing in the ministry and teaching of Jesus.

This verse does not state, therefore, as it is sometimes interpreted,
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that every regulation in the Old Testament law remains binding
after the coming of Jesus. The law is unalterable, but that does not
justify its application beyond the purpose for which it was intended.

. Like the previous two verses, this one warns the disciples
against altering or setting aside any part of the law, however small.
(Relaxes is from the same root as abolish in v. , and means to ‘set
aside’ or ‘teach against’ a commandment, rather than to disobey it;
‘loose’ in :; : is the same verb. NIV ‘breaks’ is therefore in-
appropriate.) That this is Jesus’ teaching for his own disciples, not a
traditional Jewish saying, is indicated by the kingdom of heaven: disre-
spect for the Old Testament makes a poor Christian. (Least is used
chiefly for its rhetorical effect echoing the least commandment,
though clearly within the kingdom of heaven there are those who
are more or less consistent and effective in their discipleship; the
thought is of quality of discipleship, not of ultimate rewards.) The
good disciple will do and teach the commandments: he will go beyond
lip-service, to be guided by them in his life and teaching. Does this
mean literal observance of every regulation? Not if we may judge
by vv. – and e.g. Jesus’ attitude to the laws of uncleanness
(:–; cf. Mark :). The question of interpretation and appli-
cation remains open: it is the attitude of respect and obedience which
is demanded, and to this no single commandment can be an excep-
tion. (Banks, pp. –, avoids the apparent legalism of the verse
by interpreting these commandments as the teaching of Jesus, not the
Old Testament law; but commandment [entole- ] elsewhere in Matthew
always refers to the Old Testament law, and the least of these com-
mandments would certainly be so understood here, following the ref-
erence to the details of the law in v.  which is linked to this verse
by an inferential then.)

. This verse dispels any suspicion of legalism which v.  might
have raised. The scribes (professional students and teachers of the law)
and Pharisees (members of a largely lay movement devoted to scrupu-
lous observance both of the Old Testament law and of the still de-
veloping legal traditions), whose obedience to ‘the least of these
commandments’ could not be faulted, do not thereby qualify for the
kingdom of heaven (whereas the disciple who relaxes the command-
ments does belong to it, though as the ‘least’). What is required is a
greater righteousness (see on :; :, ), a relationship of love and
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obedience to God which is more than a literal observance of
regulations. It is such a ‘righteousness’ which fulfils the law and the
prophets (v. ), and which will be illustrated in vv. – (in con-
trast with the legalism of the scribes) and in :– (in contrast with
the superficial ‘piety’ of the Pharisees).

The main points of vv. – may now be paraphrased as follows:
‘I have not come to set aside the Old Testament, but to bring

the fulfilment to which it pointed. For no part of it can ever be set
aside, but all must be fulfilled (as it is now being fulfilled in my min-
istry and teaching). So a Christian who repudiates any part of the
Old Testament is an inferior Christian; the consistent Christian will
be guided by the Old Testament, and will teach others accordingly.
But a truly Christian attitude is not the legalism of the scribes and
Pharisees, but a deeper commitment to do the will of God, as vv.
ff. will illustrate.’

This passage does not therefore state that every Old Testament
regulation is eternally valid. This view is not found anywhere in the
New Testament, which consistently sees Jesus as introducing a new
situation, for which the law prepared (Gal. :), but which now tran-
scends it. The focus is now on Jesus and his teaching, and in this light
the validity of Old Testament rules must now be examined. Some
will be found to have fulfilled their role and be no longer applicable
(see especially Hebrews on the ritual laws, and Jesus’ teaching on un-
cleanness, Mark :), others will be reinterpreted. Matthew :ff.
will be dealing with this reinterpretation, and vv. – can only truly
be understood as an introduction to vv. ff. To assert, as these
verses do, that every detail of the Old Testament is God-given and
unalterable, is not to pre-empt the question of its proper application.
If the law pointed forward to a new situation which has now arrived,
that question arises with new urgency, and vv. ff. will go on to in-
dicate some answers to it. Their answers will be the opposite of le-
galism (the literal and unchanging application of the law as regula-
tions), as v.  has already indicated.

v. Examples of Jesus’ radical ethic (:–)
This long section is clearly designed to be read as a whole, consist-
ing of six units of teaching each introduced by ‘You have heard that
it was said … But I say to you …’, and rounded off with a summary
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of Jesus’ ethical demand in v. . It is neither a complete ethic, nor
a theological statement of general ethical principles, but a series of
varied examples of how Jesus’ principles, enunciated in vv. –,
work out in practice. And this practical outworking is set in explicit
contrast with the ethical rules previously accepted: it is in each case
more demanding, more far-reaching in its application, more at vari-
ance with the ethics of man without God; it concerns a man’s mo-
tives and attitudes more than his literal conformity to the rules. In
this sense, it is radical.

In Rabbinic literature ‘I (might) hear’ is a formula to introduce a
literal but misleading understanding of the law, to which is then op-
posed what you must ‘say’, a less literal but truer interpretation (see
Daube, pp. –). Cf. John : for ‘we have heard’ introducing
a theme of scriptural teaching. It was said (errethe-) is not used else-
where in the New Testament as a quotation formula (except in
Rom. :, where it introduces direct speech from the Old Testa-
ment, meaning ‘God said’), but the participle rhe-then (‘what was
spoken’) introduces Matthew’s formula-quotations, and ‘it was said’
is commonly used to introduce biblical quotations in Rabbinic lit-
erature. The audience to whom it was said is twice specified (vv. ,
) as the men of old, which, followed immediately in v.  by a direct
quotation from the Decalogue, could only mean those to whom the
law was given at Sinai; it certainly cannot refer to Jesus’ contem-
poraries. Thus Jesus’ repeated formula, unique to this passage,
seems to introduce a literal understanding of the Old Testament law.
To this he then contrasts his own more discerning exegesis: but I say
to you (cf. the Rabbinic terminology mentioned above). The emphatic
and repeated use of I is striking, and is rightly regarded as a mark of
Jesus’ assumption of an authority overriding that of the scribes. This
is not a new contribution to exegetical debate, but a definitive dec-
laration of the will of God. It demands (and receives, :–) the
response, ‘Who is this?’ Thus this passage contributes another aspect
to the presentation of Jesus as the Messiah which is Matthew’s
overriding purpose.

The question is often raised whether Jesus is here merely rein-
terpreting the Old Testament law (by pointing to its fundamental im-
plications, in contrast with current legalistic application) or going so
far as to abrogate it (this is suggested particularly with reference to
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vv. –, ff.). This will be discussed in the detailed exegesis, but
we should not expect a simple answer to such a general question
from six quite varied pieces of teaching. The introductory formula
introduces sometimes a literal Old Testament quotation, sometimes
a summary or expansion or even apparently a perversion of an Old
Testament law. The treatment varies from a radical intensification of
the laws against murder and adultery but with no suggestion of
weakening their literal force (vv. ff., ff.), to an apparent setting
aside of the law of equivalent retribution in favour of forgoing le-
gal rights (vv. ff.). No consistent pattern of argument need there-
fore be discerned, beyond the formal contrast of Jesus’ radical ethic
with what was previously taught. The emphasis is on Jesus’ teach-
ing rather than on his relationship to either the Old Testament law
or scribal tradition. It is to legalism as a principle, not to a specific
code of law, that he is stating his opposition. How this attitude will
relate to the application of Old Testament regulations can therefore
be expected to vary from one case to another, as we shall see that it
does. Jesus’ radical ethic takes its starting-point from the Old
Testament law, but does not so much either confirm or abro-
gate it as transcend it. (Cf. the conclusions on :–, above, pp.
–.)

(a) Murder and anger (:–). . The prohibition of murder
(Exod. :; kill is inadequate to translate phoneuo-, which, like its
Hebrew counterpart, refers to criminal killing) is expanded by a
clause, not itself from the Old Testament, which summarizes the Old
Testament teaching on the penalty for murder (e.g. Gen. :; Exod.
:–; Num. :–). Liable to judgment can therefore only
imply the death-penalty, but the term judgment is used perhaps to
differentiate this judicial killing from the murder it punishes. The
reference is probably, in the light of the Old Testament background,
to judgment by a human court, but the next verse will go beyond
this to the divine judgment.

. Jesus goes behind the act of murder itself to declare that the
anger and hatred which give rise to it, though not capable of being
examined in a human court, are no less culpable in the sight of God.
The continued validity of the sixth commandment is assumed, but
a legalistic interpretation which restricts its application to the literal
act alone is rejected. The three parallel statements of v. , the first
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part of each indicating the attitude Jesus condemns and the second
its due penalty (each deliberately echoing v. , liable to …), are mak-
ing the same point in different ways, and should not be interpreted
as dealing with different sins. Anger against a brother  was already
condemned in, e.g., Leviticus :– (the ‘neighbour’ there being
a fellow-Israelite; brother in the New Testament often indicates a fel-
low-disciple, but Jesus did not encourage parochial loyalty: Luke
:ff.). It expresses itself in such insulting language as ‘Raca’ (in-
sults is literally ‘says Raca to’; Raca, literally ‘empty’, is an Aramaic term
of abuse, ‘idiot’) and You fool ! These are not uncommon or particu-
larly vulgar words (Jesus himself used the latter, :; cf. Jas :),
but they suggest an attitude of angry contempt. This attitude ren-
ders a man liable to judgment (here the judgment of God; it is a
favourite word of Matthew in this sense, and does not elsewhere re-
fer to a human court except in v.  where it echoes Old Testament
language), to the council (synedrion, either the supreme Jewish council
or a local court, cf. :, but in this context probably used to sym-
bolize a more ultimate judgment) and to the hell of fire (gehenna, the
name of the place where Jerusalem’s rubbish was burnt, used regu-
larly by Jesus, as by Jewish writers, for the place of ultimate pun-
ishment). So, in contrast with the human court’s verdict on murder
in v. , Jesus here threatens ultimate divine judgment on anger, even
as expressed in everyday insults. As often, Jesus exaggerates to
make his point. Anger was condemned in the Old Testament, but
never equated with murder; Jesus makes it just as bad! Insulting
language was punished at Qumran with periods of penance
(QS : – :), but Jesus says it deserves hell. This is not an in-
junction merely to avoid certain abusive expressions (that would be
another form of legalism) but to submit our thoughts about other
people, as well as the words they give rise to, to God’s penetrating
scrutiny.

–. If God will punish anger, we cannot worship him with
grudges unsettled. The prophets made much of the futility of wor-
ship without a corresponding purity of life (e.g. Isa. :–;
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Jer. :–; Amos :–; Mic. :–; cf. Ps. :–). Jesus elsewhere
demanded a forgiving attitude of those who sought God’s forgive-
ness (:–; :–). Here it is the worshipper himself who is
at fault, and who therefore has it in his power to put matters right.
Only so is his worship acceptable. The gift is presumably an animal
sacrifice, to offer which a layman was allowed to enter the Court of
the Priests where the altar stood. Jesus’ instruction to interrupt such
a solemn occasion indicates the importance of the demand. Its
application is of course far wider than the specific occasion of a
sacrifice in the temple in Jerusalem, which would be a very rare, and
therefore significant, experience for his Galilean audience.

–. A further illustration stresses the urgency of reconciliation.
A grievance unsettled can lead, in human terms, to court and to
prison. But in this context it is improbable that Jesus was giving no
more than prudential advice. The solemn truly, I say to you (see on :)
suggests a less trivial purpose; the parallel in Luke :– is in a
context of eschatological urgency, and the other parable of debt and
imprisonment (Matt. :–) is also concerned with God’s pun-
ishment of the unmerciful. Following the stress on God’s judgment
on anger in v. , this short parable (it should not be taken as a de-
tailed allegory) warns that neglected grievances can have irrevocable
consequences, and time may be short. The last penny (the quadrans, the
smallest Roman coin) indicates that God’s judgment, if not forestalled
by repentance and reconciliation, knows no half-measures.

(b) Adultery (:–). –. The seventh commandment is treated
like the sixth: not only the act of adultery but the lust which causes it
is condemned. Woman (gyne-) is used almost always of married women,
and often means ‘wife’; Jesus’ intention is therefore to prohibit not a
natural sexual attraction, but the deliberate harbouring of desire for an
illicit relationship. (Lustfully is literally ‘in order to desire her’, ‘desire’ be-
ing used generally of desire for something forbidden.) Exodus :
had condemned coveting another man’s wife; Jesus here emphasizes
that such coveting is not only implicit theft (Exod. : includes the
wife among other items of property!) but implicit adultery. Other
Jewish teachers made similar statements both before and after Jesus
(Banks, p. ), but did not parallel the severity of the following verses.

–. Thus the eye, which should keep us from stumbling, can
in fact ‘trip us up’ (the basic meaning of cause to sin, skandalizo-,
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which is always used metaphorically in the New Testament). The par-
allel saying about the right hand is included more for emphasis than
to make a separate point (a very similar saying in :– includes the
foot as well). As in v. , Jesus makes his point memorable by ex-
aggeration; the self-mutilation is not to be taken literally, but indicates
that the avoidance of temptation may involve drastic sacrifices (the
right hand is the more valuable), which may include the severing of
relationships or the renunciation of favourite activities. The alter-
native is the loss of the whole body (i.e. the complete person) in
gehenna (see on v.  and on :).

(c) Divorce (:–). The question of divorce recurs in :–, and
the commentary there should also be consulted.

. The words are based on Deuteronomy :, but are not an ex-
act quotation of it. In Deuteronomy :– the main clause is not
reached until v. , the prohibition of the reunion of a divorced
couple after the woman has remarried and her second marriage has
ended (by divorce or the husband’s death). The original divorce, with
its formal certificate (v. ), is simply assumed, but neither here nor
elsewhere in the Old Testament is divorce explicitly approved. This
passage was, however, universally accepted among Jesus’ contem-
poraries as permitting a husband to divorce his wife (not vice versa);
: shows that not only the certificate (as here) but the divorce it-
self was regarded as ‘commanded’ by Moses. This hardening of the
Mosaic acceptance of divorce as a fact into a legal precept was a log-
ical deduction, legalistic but not illegitimate. The permissible grounds
for divorce were debated: while the school of Shammai restricted the
‘some indecency’ of Deuteronomy : to refer only to a sexual mis-
demeanour authenticated by witnesses, actual practice was gov-
erned by the school of Hillel, who reputedly took it of any cause of
complaint, even including burning the dinner. (Mishnah Gittin :.
For actual practice, see Josephus, Ant. iv. ; Vita .) No court de-
cision was required, only unilateral action by the husband.

. Jesus, by contrast both with current scribal practice and with
the implied permission of Deuteronomy :–, regards the re-
marriage of a divorced woman as adultery both on her part and on
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the part of her new husband. Notice that the blame for this adul-
tery is placed firmly on the man whose action caused it, not on the
woman. Matthew : will add that remarriage by the original hus-
band is also adultery. This radical refusal to recognize the validity of
divorce will be grounded in :– on God’s original purpose in cre-
ation: marriage is for ever.

Unchastity translates porneia, the root meaning of which is ‘forni-
cation’, but it is used more widely, so that it could include premari-
tal unchastity, subsequently discovered. The more natural meaning
here is adultery by the wife, and the word is used in this sense e.g.
in Ecclesiasticus :; Hermas, Mandate iv. ..

Except on the ground of unchastity (cf. :, ‘except for unchastity’)
qualifies what is otherwise an absolute prohibition, and this fact, to-
gether with the absence of any such qualification in the other reports
of Jesus’ teaching on divorce in Mark :; Luke :;  Corinth-
ians :–, is generally taken to indicate that the exception in both
Matthaean passages is a later legislative addition to Jesus’ absolute
ideal, with the aim of accommodating it to the harsh realities of the
real world. But if, as has just been argued, unchastity here means adul-
tery by the wife, the Matthaean clause merely spells out what was
taken for granted in current thinking, and is therefore assumed in the
other versions, i.e. that adultery automatically annuls a marriage by
creating a new sexual union in its place. In fact current Jewish law
(e.g. Mishnah Yebamoth :; Sotah :) demanded the termination of a
marriage if either premarital unchastity or adultery was discovered
(see on :); in Old Testament times the penalty in either case was
death (Deut. :–), but under Roman rule this could not be en-
forced. Cf.  Corinthians :ff. for the idea, based on Genesis
:, that sexual union creates a permanent bond. To repudiate a
wife after she had committed adultery was therefore simply the
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only way a divorced wife could survive; Deut. : expects divorce to be
followed by the woman’s remarriage.

. Porneia would not naturally refer, as Bonnard (pp. –) argues, to
marriage within the prohibited degrees set out in Lev. :ff.; in  Cor.
: it apparently refers not to marriage within the prohibited degrees, but
to intercourse, which if the father was still alive was in fact adultery.



recognition that the marriage had already been terminated by the
creation of a new union, and as such was mandatory. But ‘divorce’
proper, the breaking of a marriage which is still intact, is absolutely
forbidden. The Matthaean exceptive clause is not therefore intro-
ducing a new provision, but making explicit what any Jewish reader
would have taken for granted when Jesus made the apparently
unqualified pronouncements of Mark :–. The application of
this radical ideal in a society which regards divorce as normal will
inevitably raise serious pastoral problems, and will call for great
sensitivity. But the problems are not to be escaped by failing to take
seriously Jesus’ absolute declaration of the will of God – unbroken
marriage ‘till death us do part’.

(d) Swearing (:–). Oaths and vows were not only permitted but,
in certain circumstances, commanded in the Old Testament (e.g.
Num. :ff.). Discussions of the relative validity of different forms
of oath and vow occupied the Rabbis to the extent of filling several
tractates of the Mishnah. But an oath is needed only if a person’s
word alone is unreliable; it is an admission of failure in truthfulness.
Jesus therefore goes behind the whole structure of legislation on
oaths to the ideal which it has replaced. The passage, while on the
surface concerned with oaths, is thus essentially on truthfulness,
focusing on v.  rather than v. a (Jeremias, NTT, p. ). As with
divorce, the accommodating legislation, both in the Old Testament
and in later Judaism, is bypassed to return to the ideal which makes
it unnecessary.

. The two clauses summarize Old Testament teaching rather
than quote it explicitly. You shall not swear falsely echoes Leviticus :
(and Exod. : may also be in mind); you shall perform to the Lord what
you have sworn takes up the teaching of Numbers : (v. , Heb.);
Deuteronomy : (v. , Heb.); Psalm :; Ecclesiastes : (v. ,
Heb.). All these last are concerned with vows, but Numbers :
mentions oaths as parallel, and the distinction between oaths and
vows was generally not kept clear (see Davies, p. ). The Old Tes-
tament thus prohibited both false oaths and unfulfilled oaths or
vows.

–. Jesus’ total rejection of oaths (not … at all) is not paralleled
even by the Qumran literature, strict as it was on this issue (Davies,
pp. –), and contrasts starkly with the Rabbinic casuistry
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which he goes on to expose in these verses (cf. :–). That this
ideal should not be taken as a rigid rule, e.g. with reference to oaths
in court, is suggested by Jesus’ own response when the High Priest
‘put him on oath’ (:–), and by occasional ‘oaths’ in the New
Testament ( Cor. :; Gal. :; cf.  Thess. :); even God can
use an oath (Heb. :–). But Jesus goes on to repudiate the use
of ‘second-class’ oaths which avoid the name of God (and therefore
are not binding). First they do not in fact exclude God, as heaven, earth
and Jerusalem are all inseparably linked with God (as Jesus shows by
references to Isa. : and Ps. : (v. , Heb.)), and even your head
is God’s creation and under his control. And secondly, as v. 
shows, they should be unnecessary.

. Simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ is literally ‘Yes yes, no no’. The repetition
is not a new formula, but a Semitic way of indicating that ‘Yes’ and
‘No’ are to be used (alone) on each occasion. (Cf. ‘two two’ in Mark
: for ‘two at a time’.) James :, which is clearly based on this pas-
sage, has correctly interpreted the meaning: ‘Let your yes be yes and
your no be no.’ All words are binding, and the Christian’s word
should need no buttressing. Any addition comes from evil, or the evil one
(RSV mg.): the Greek genitive pone-rou could be either masculine or
neuter, here as often; it makes little difference to the general sense
whether the need for safeguards against falsehood is traced to the
wickedness of the world in general or to the ‘Father of lies’.

(e) Legal rights (:–). . The principle of proportionate retri-
bution (here quoted from Exod. :–; Lev. :; Deut. :)
was older and more widely recognized than the Mosaic law, being
found already in the Code of Hammurabi (eighteenth century BC)
with the same examples of eye and tooth. Its intention was not to sanc-
tion revenge, but to prevent the excesses of the blood-feud by stat-
ing that the legal punishment must not exceed the crime. By the time
of Jesus physical penalties had generally been replaced by financial
damages. What Jesus is opposing here is not therefore brutality, or
even physical retaliation, but the principle of insisting on even le-
gitimate retribution.

. Do not resist is wider than ‘do not retaliate’; it involves accept-
ance of ill-treatment, even, as the following examples will show, will-
ing compliance. The verb anthiste-mi is sometimes used for ‘take le-
gal action against’. These verses are not, therefore, a prescription for
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non-violent resistance (as they are often interpreted), but for no re-
sistance at all, even by legal means. A comparison of the wording of
vv. – with Luke :– shows that Matthew’s concern is par-
ticularly with cases of litigation rather than with violence, and v. 
is also concerned with legal rights. All the examples deal with the in-
dividual’s response to other individuals (one who is evil represents the
same ambiguous phrase as in v. , but the context here, with the fol-
lowing series of if any one … clauses, suggests that RSV is right to take
it of an individual wrongdoer rather than of ‘evil’ as a principle, still
less of ‘the Evil One’), and there is no warrant for applying these
principles to social ethics, still less to politics. A willingness to forgo
one’s personal rights, and to allow oneself to be insulted and im-
posed upon, is not incompatible with a firm stand for matters of
principle and for the rights of others (cf. Pauls’s attitude in Acts
:; :; :–). Indeed the principle of just retribution is not
so much abrogated here as bypassed, in favour of an attitude which
refuses to insist on one’s rights, however legitimate. Jesus is not re-
forming the legal code, but demanding an attitude which sits loose
to personal rights. Verses b– are illustrations of that attitude, not
rules to be legalistically applied.

To strike on the right cheek was ‘a blow with the back of the hand,
which even today in the East expresses the greatest possible contempt
and extreme abuse’ (Jeremias, NTT, p. ); as such it was punishable
by a very heavy fine (Mishnah BK :). The situation envisaged is thus
one of insult rather than of physical violence, and it is possibly to be
seen as an aspect of religious persecution (Jeremias, loc. cit.). The same
verb is used in : or the ill-treatment of Jesus as a blasphemer, and
the words of this verse recall Isaiah :, the Servant’s acceptance
of insult and ill-treatment. Such acceptance Jesus requires of his
disciples, rather than recourse to either retaliation or the law.

. In contrast with the eager litigation of his opponent, the dis-
ciple should not only willingly be deprived of his coat (the under-
garment), but should add his cloak (the more valuable upper garment)
as a bonus, despite the fact that the law (Exod. :–) forbade its
confiscation on humanitarian grounds. The principle here is not pri-
marily the avoidance of lawsuits (as in  Cor. :–, where v.  is
probably based on this passage), but a radically unselfish attitude to
one’s rights and property.
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. Forces you to go (angareuo-) is a specific term for the Roman sol-
dier’s practice of ‘commandeering’ civilian labour in an occupied
country. (It is used similarly in :.) Here enforced service as a
porter is envisaged. The Jews fiercely resented such impositions, and
Jesus’ choice of this example deliberately dissociates him from
militant nationalists. Rather than resisting, or even resenting, the
disciple should volunteer for a further mile (the Roman term for ,
paces, rather less than our mile).

. This free and unselfish attitude to rights extends also to prop-
erty. Luke’s version (:) is more far-reaching: ‘Give (regularly:
present imperative) to every one who begs from you.’ Matthew en-
visages a specific instance (give is aorist imperative, normally of a sin-
gle act). Literal application of this verse as a rule of life would be self-
defeating: ‘there would soon be a class of saintly paupers, owning
nothing, and another of prosperous idlers and thieves’. But the
principle is that the need of others comes before my convenience
(cf. Deut. :–). The suggestion that begs means ‘asks for a loan’
(Hill), or the reconstruction of the verse into an attack on usury (in-
volving the insertion of a negative for which there is no textual au-
thority; AB ) is unnecessary if this is not a pragmatic rule but a rad-
ical expression of the disciple’s unselfish concern for others.

(f) Love (:–). . You shall love your neighbour is from Leviticus
:, which Jesus quotes in a fuller form at : and :. The
prominence of the commandment to love in Jesus’ teaching, and es-
pecially in Matthew’s presentation of it (TIM, pp. –), is well
known. Here the question is the extent of its application (as in Luke
:–, where the parable of the Good Samaritan is also intro-
duced as a comment on Lev. :). The neighbour of Leviticus :
was the fellow-Israelite, but a very different attitude was required to-
wards those of a hostile community (Deut. :–; cf. Ps. :–
), even though a personal enemy was to be treated with consid-
eration (Exod. :–;  Sam. :; Prov. :) and an individual
non-Israelite was to be made welcome (Lev. :; Deut. :). Hate
your enemy is not a quotation from the Old Testament, and it is
hardly fair to regard it as a summary of Old Testament thought on
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the basis only of such passages as Deuteronomy :–. But it is an
inference which was easily drawn from the clear Old Testament dis-
tinction between the attitude required towards fellow-Israelites and
towards foreigners, and which appears strongly in the Qumran
Manual (QS :–, –; :–, ‘that they may love all the sons
of light …, and hate all the sons of darkness’. Cf. Josephus, BJ ii. ,
on the Essenes’ attitude. Jesus’ words are not so much a direct at-
tack on Qumran as on a popular attitude which they shared and per-
haps intensified. See further, Davies, pp. –). It must be re-
membered, however, that hate often signifies ‘not love’ or ‘love less’
(Matt. :; Rom. :; Luke : with Matt. :; Gen. :–),
and need not denote a positive hatred; thus Jeremias translates,
‘You shall love your compatriot but you need not love your adver-
sary’ (NTT, p.  n. ). Certainly the Old Testament, and Judaism
as a whole, expected a greater love for fellow-members of the
people of God than for those outside.

. Jesus rejects this distinction in favour of an undiscriminating
love. The enemy will be primarily one who is outside and opposes the
community of God’s people (see on v. , and the reference to those
who persecute in this verse; see also on brethren, v. ). The disciple’s
attitude to religious persecution must go beyond non-retaliation to
a positive love. But an exclusive application to cases of religious per-
secution would introduce the very legalism Jesus repudiates; there
is no-one the disciple need not love. There is a sweeping universal-
ity in the love Jesus demands which has no parallel in Jewish litera-
ture (Banks, pp. –). And this love will issue in prayer for the
persecutors; it is not just a sentimental feeling, but an earnest desire
for their good.

. Undiscriminating love will mark disciples out as sons of your
Father, for the son shares the father’s character, and it is the charac-
ter of God to dispense his natural blessings on all alike. Nothing is
said here, of course, about spiritual blessings; the verse gives no
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warrant for a belief in universal salvation. There is no incompatibility
between a recognition that some are saved and some lost and a prac-
tical kindness which embraces all men, even the persecutor.

–. A parochial concern is characteristic of the world. If a dis-
ciple is to find his reward (see on :), he must not just be on a level
with other men; he must do more (cf. v. , where the same root
perisson is used, and the ultimate development of this more in the per-
fect of v. ). Tax collectors and Gentiles (see on :) are bracketed to-
gether again in :. The (Jewish) tax collectors, as an ostracized
minority (see on :–), formed a close-knit group. Jesus’ positive
attitude elsewhere to tax collectors (:–; :; :–) and Gen-
tiles (:–) contrasts with the pejorative use of the terms here and
in :; their use as colloquial expressions, readily understood in cur-
rent Jewish society, for ‘outsiders’ or ‘undesirables’ cannot therefore
be pressed into an endorsement of the very type of discrimination
which it is the aim of these verses to condemn. Brethren will in con-
text denote primarily fellow-disciples, as generally in Matthew: the love
Jesus requires extends outside the ‘in-group’ to its opponents.

(g) Summary (:). The ‘greater righteousness’ demanded in v. 
has been illustrated in vv. ff., and is now summed up (therefore) in
one all-embracing demand. The demand is that disciples (you is em-
phatic, in contrast with the tax collectors and Gentiles of vv. –
and the scribes and Pharisees of v. ) must be perfect (teleioi). This
is the ‘more’ required in v. . Cf. :–, where again teleios (its
only other use in Matthew) indicates God’s requirement which goes
beyond legal conformity. (There too Lev. : is superseded by this
more radical demand.) Teleios is wider than moral perfection: it in-
dicates ‘completeness’, ‘wholeness’ (cf. Paul’s use of it for the spir-
itually ‘mature’ in  Cor. :; :; Phil. :), a life totally integrated
to the will of God, and thus reflecting his character. It is probably
derived here from the LXX of Deuteronomy :, which, with the
repeated formula of Leviticus :–; :; : (‘You shall be
holy, for I am holy’), is echoed in Jesus’ words. The conformity to
the character of God, to which Israel was called in their role as God’s
special people (see especially Lev. :), is now affirmed as the goal
of the disciples of Jesus. It is an ideal set before all disciples, not a
special status of those who claim to have achieved ‘sinless perfec-
tion’ in this life; neither here nor in :– is there a suggestion of

 M A T T H E W



a two-level ethic for the ordinary disciple and the ‘perfect’. (Cf.
TIM, pp. –.)

vi. Teaching on religious observance (:–)
The ‘righteousness which exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees’
(:) is to be seen not only in a new radical approach to the legal
and ethical questions which concerned the scribes (:–), but in
a new attitude to the scrupulous religious observance which was the
hallmark of the Pharisees (:–). The new attitude consists not in
a repudiation of the main aspects of Jewish piety, but in an avoid-
ance of ostentation in their performance. Religious observance is to
be directed towards God, not to gaining the approval of men.

Almsgiving, prayer and fasting are selected as examples of reli-
gious observance. These three were (and are) the most prominent
practical requirements for personal piety in mainstream Judaism (see
Davies, pp. –). The same three activities, together with the
specifically Islamic requirements of the Hajj and recitation of the
creed, constitute also the Five Pillars of Islam. Jesus accepts them
as central also to the religious life of his disciples. They are treated
in three passages of closely parallel structure (vv. –, –, –),
with a general introduction (v. ); a long digression on prayer (vv. –
) interrupts the carefully balanced structure, and is perhaps an in-
sertion by Matthew, made up of independent sayings of Jesus, into
a characteristically memorable unit of Jesus’ teaching.

. The overall theme of the section is stated simply, in words
which superficially seem to conflict with :. But what is con-
demned here is ostentation, particularly in the practice of religious
duties. (Piety is a good translation for dikaiosyne- (normally ‘right-
eousness’) in this context: it picks up the ‘righteousness’ of :, but
with special application to religious observance rather than to
ethical obedience, and so acts as a general term to cover the specific
references to almsgiving, prayer and fasting which follow.) The
disciple’s life is inevitably, and rightly, public, but that does not
entitle him to show off his religious devotion; there is a world of
difference between living a conspicuously good and godly life (:–
) and striving to gain a reputation for piety. The difference lies not
only in the motive, but in the result: the former brings glory to God,
the latter only to the performer.
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There is also a difference in reward. See on : for the concept
of rewards, which recurs twice in each of the three subsections that
follows (vv. , , , , , ). The show-off gets what he has earned,
the approval of men, and so misses the true reward which comes only
from your Father who is in heaven (see on :; this view of God dom-
inates ch.  particularly).

. Almsgiving was a religious duty, not a philanthropic option, in
Judaism (cf. Deut. :–; Ps. :) and by the first century AD

poor relief based on such almsgiving was impressively well-
organized. Jesus expects his disciples to give generously, but not
conspicuously. Sound no trumpet is probably metaphorical for calling
attention to oneself, as in other ancient literature, since no literal use
of trumpets in connection with almsgiving is clearly attested. Hyp-
ocrite is a favourite word in Matthew, used particularly, as here and in
vv. , , to characterize the Pharisees in their ostentatious piety. In
chapter , it has become a stereotyped epithet for the scribes and
Pharisees. The Greek word means originally an ‘actor’, and here that
sense is not far from the surface: they are performing to an audience.
It is this rather than any conscious insincerity which is the point of
the word here, though elsewhere insincerity (:), or at least in-
consistency between words and deeds (:; :), is in view. The aim
of such play-acting is that they may be praised by men, and in that praise
it finds its full reward (misthos, literally ‘wages’, that which has been
earned). Have (apecho-) is a commercial term for receipt in full, and
therefore implies there is no more to look forward to (cf. its use in
Luke :, and the similar apolambano- in Luke :).

–. In contrast, the secrecy of the disciple’s almsgiving will re-
sult in a reward (not an earned remuneration, but the disproportionate
return of God’s grace: see on :), not from men, but from your
Father who (alone) sees in secret. The stress is on the source (and there-
fore the quality) of the reward in comparison with the hypocrite’s
‘wages’, not on the manner of its giving, as in the late reading
reflected in AV ‘openly’. The older text does not indicate that the
Father’s reward is either public or even earthly.

–. The structure is closely parallel to vv. –, and uses the same
key words and phrases, on which see above. The prayers in the syna-
gogues were led by a member who stood at the front; to be invited to
do so was presumably a mark of distinction in the congregation.
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Prayer was not normally practised at the street corners, but Jeremias sug-
gests that one who strictly observed the afternoon hour of prayer
could deliberately time his movements to bring him to the most pub-
lic place at the appropriate time (NTT, p. )! The disciple, by con-
trast, is to pray in the ‘storeroom’ (tameion ; cf. Luke :). This was
an inner room, secluded, probably windowless, and possibly with the
only lockable door in the house; it is thus proverbial for a secret place
(Luke :; cf. Matt. :). The clause is modelled on Isaiah :
(where tameion occurs in the LXX), as a prescription for hiding away.
Jesus is not here forbidding public or communal prayer as such, but
the ostentation to which it is too easily prone. The essence of prayer
is the communion of the disciple with his Father.

–. The subject of prayer is expanded with other sayings – a
warning against mechanical praying (vv. –), the Lord’s Prayer (vv.
–), and a comment on it (vv. –) – before the third part of the
teaching on religious observance in vv. –. The first saying is
aimed not now against the ‘hypocrites’, but against praying as the Gen-
tiles do. Prayer in the non-Jewish world was often characterized par-
ticularly by formal invocations and magical incantations, in which the
correct repetition counted rather than the worshipper’s attitude or
intention. Heap up empty phrases translates the Greek battalogeo-, a
word otherwise unknown in contemporary literature, and perhaps
coined as an onomatopoeic term for empty ‘babbling’; its resem-
blance to the Hebrew ba-t.el (‘vain, idle’) would sharpen the point. The
stress is apparently on the quality rather than the quantity of the ut-
terance. This is not a prohibition either of repetition in prayer (AV

‘vain repetitions’ is unwarranted; Jesus repeated himself, Matt. :)
or of set forms of prayer (vv. – go on to give one!), but of
thoughtless, mechanical prayer. It is not many words that God re-
sponds to, but an attitude of prayerful dependence.

–. The Lord’s Prayer occurs in a shorter form in Luke :–
; it is generally assumed that Matthew’s version represents the first
stage of its expansion in Christian liturgical use, to be completed by
the later addition of the doxology (see on v. ), though there is no
improbability in Lohmeyer’s view that Jesus taught the prayer in dif-
ferent forms on two separate occasions; the context in Luke is a spe-
cific request for instruction on how to pray, while in Matthew it is
part of a more general discourse on the nature of prayer.
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It has become fashionable in recent interpretation to take the
Lord’s Prayer, even in the Lucan version, as primarily eschato-
logical, concerned with the disciple’s longing for and preparation for
the consummation of God’s kingdom. Practically every clause can
be interpreted in that way. But the fact that Christians have used the
prayer throughout the centuries without a specifically eschato-
logical intention suggests that it also has an application to the
disciple’s daily concerns (which should of course include the looking
forward to God’s victory), even that this application is the primary one.

It is a prayer for disciples, who alone can call God ‘Father’. It is also
a prayer for disciples as a group (all the first person pronouns are
plural). This, together with its marked similarity to several Jewish
liturgical prayers of the period (for examples see McNeile, p. ), sug-
gests that at least part of its purpose was a liturgical use in Christian
worship. This does not exclude, however, its use also as a summary
or model for our own prayer, both corporate and private, and its use
in this way has preserved many Christians from the self-centred ap-
proach which easily characterizes our prayer without such a model.

. Then indicates that the following prayer is an expression of the
understanding of God’s fatherly care in v. , in contrast with the prac-
tice of the Gentiles (v. ); an emphatic ‘you’ in the Greek points the
contrast. The address ‘Father’ found in the Lucan version represents
the bold ‘Abba’ which was a hallmark of Jesus’ unique intimacy with
God (Mark :). The boldness is blunted in Matthew’s Our
Father who art in heaven, a more reverent formula found (unlike the
simple ‘Abba’) in some Jewish prayers. This address does, however,
express forcibly the tension in the disciples’ attitude to God, who is
at the same time in heaven, transcendent, all-powerful, the Lord of
the universe and yet Our Father, concerned for the needs of each
disciple, and entering into an intimate relationship with them.

Three parallel clauses follow, the first two closely echoing the syna-
gogue prayer known as the Qaddish: ‘Exalted and hallowed be his
great name in the world which he created according to his will. May
he let his kingdom rule in your lifetime … speedily and soon.’
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Hallowed be thy name is asking for more than reverent speech.
(Hallow means ‘make holy’, or better ‘treat as holy, reverence’,
BAGD, p. a.) The name represents God himself as revealed to
men (so frequently in the Old Testament, e.g. Deut. :; Isa.
:). This clause may thus express both a desire to see God truly
honoured as God in the world today, and an eschatological longing
for the day when all men acknowledge God as the Lord.

. Thy kingdom come is the most clearly eschatological clause in the
prayer. It must at least include an aspiration for the final establish-
ment of God’s rule over all his creation (see pp. – for the idea
of ‘kingdom of God/heaven’). But in the ministry of Jesus the king-
dom of God had in a sense already come (see on :) and its pro-
gressive establishment no less than its final consummation should
be the constant concern of disciples. Similarly Thy will be done can ap-
ply both to men’s obedience to God’s will in the world today (cf. the
very personal use of the same phrase by Jesus in :) and to the
ultimate working out of God’s purpose for the world. To view
these three petitions as purely eschatological is to defuse one of the
most demanding prayers disciples can be called on to offer, with far-
reaching consequences for the daily conduct of their lives; to view
them as purely ethical is to ignore the ‘blessed hope’ which is the
mainspring of New Testament discipleship. The three clauses are
rounded off with the phrase on earth as it is in heaven, which, in view
of the careful balance of the three preceding clauses, is probably to
be taken with all of them rather than as an extension of the last. It
too allows the double application of these clauses, which have a ful-
filment not only in the worship and harmony of heaven but also on
earth, progressively as the consummation approaches and com-
pletely when it comes. The prayer embraces the whole scope of this
outworking of God’s purpose, but its focus is not on either present
or future, but on God himself, whose glory must be the disciples’
first and deepest concern, before they consider their own needs.

. The three clauses of prayer for God’s glory are now balanced
by three petitions for the disciples’ needs. Material needs are repre-
sented by our daily bread, but the meaning of daily is uncertain.
Epiousios occurs nowhere else except perhaps in a fragment of an
Egyptian account book, published in the last century but since lost!
Of the many suggested translations, based on different speculative

M A T T H E W  :  ‒  :   



etymologies, three seem possible. (a) ‘For the day (in question)’,
hence daily, possibly with a reminiscence of the daily provision of
manna in the wilderness. (b) ‘Necessary’ for survival, cf. Proverbs
:, ‘feed me with the food that is needful for me’; in the account-
book fragment it probably referred to a daily ‘ration’. (c) ‘For the
coming day’, which is currently the most favoured translation, sup-
ported by Jerome’s report of this interpretation in an early Aramaic
version of the Gospel. (a) and (b) come to much the same thing, a
prayer for the day’s material needs to be met. (c) could either carry
a similar meaning, asking for tomorrow’s food to be provided, or an
eschatological sense ‘food for the Coming Day’, with reference to the
expected Messianic banquet (see on :). If the whole prayer is
taken eschatologically, this last meaning seems required (see Jeremias,
NTT, pp. –). But the fact that this bread is required today (and
still more the Lucan version, which asks for it ‘each day’) suggests
that the thought is of daily provision, and if so it makes little dif-
ference whether the request is for today’s or tomorrow’s bread.
Such a request is not in conflict with vv. ff., for it is the fact that
these needs have been committed to God in prayer that makes anx-
iety unnecessary.

. Debts represents the regular Aramaic term for sin, which lit-
erally denoted money debt, here put literally into Greek (Luke has
the more ordinary term for ‘sins’, but retains the idea of debt in the
second clause). The thought is of sins in general, as the explanation
in vv. –, using the very general term trespass (literally ‘false step’,
i.e. wrongdoing), makes clear. Have forgiven seems clearly to be the
correct text in Matthew, though many MSS have substituted the
present tense (used here by Luke) to avoid the implication that
God’s forgiving us depends on our prior forgiveness of others. In
fact the Aramaic perfect, which probably lies behind Matthew’s
aorist tense, could be used with a present sense (‘as herewith we for-
give our debtors’, Jeremias, NTT, p. ), so that Luke’s present is
more idiomatically correct, Matthew’s aorist more ‘Semitic’. The
point lies not in the time-sequence, but, as vv. – will explain, in
the insincerity of a prayer for forgiveness from an unforgiving dis-
ciple.

. After material provision and forgiveness for past sins comes
a prayer, in two clauses, for protection from future sin. Temptation
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( peirasmos) is better ‘testing’ (cf. p. , above). God, while he does
not ‘tempt’ men to do evil (Jas :), does allow his children to pass
through periods of testing. But disciples, aware of their weakness,
should not desire such testing, and should pray to be spared expos-
ure to situations in which they are vulnerable. If they do find them-
selves in such a situation, however, they must pray to be delivered from
evil (or ‘the Evil One’ – as in : either translation is possible, and
the sense is not greatly affected by the choice). The stress in both
clauses is on the vulnerability of disciples and their consequent
dependence on God for avoiding sin, though the ultimate threat
of the eschatological conflict cannot be excluded from the prayer’s
perspective.

The familiar doxology, which is absent from all texts of Luke, oc-
curs in slightly varying forms in a good number of early MSS and ver-
sions of Matthew at this point, but its absence from several of the
most important early witnesses, representing the text of Matthew in
use in various parts of the church from the second century, con-
vinces most scholars that it was not in the original text (though in
use very early and over a wide area). The prayer is likely to have been
originally given and used with the form of a concluding doxology
(an essential element in most Jewish prayers) left free, probably as a
congregational response. The form we now know (modelled on 
Chr. :–?) gradually became standardized as a part of the
prayer itself, probably during the second century. Whether it, or
something like it, goes back to the time of Jesus we cannot be sure.
(For an unusually positive estimate see Davies, pp. –.)

–. This comment on v.  adds little to what was implicit in
the prayer itself. It in turn may be interpreted from :–, where
the connection between our forgiving and being forgiven is graph-
ically expounded. The point is not so much that forgiving is a prior
condition of being forgiven, but that forgiveness cannot be a one-
way process. Like all God’s gifts it brings responsibility; it must be
passed on. To ask for forgiveness on any other basis is hypocrisy.
There can be no question, of course, of our forgiving being in pro-
portion to what we are forgiven, as :– makes clear.

–. After the digression on prayer, the third example of reli-
gious observance is presented with the same structure and the same
key words as vv. –, – (see on vv. –). Fasting was a prominent
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element in Jewish religious life, both at statutory times (Day
of Atonement, and other prescribed fasts with historical signifi-
cance) and occasionally, either by corporate or individual decision
(see ‘Fasting’, NBD, p. ). Strict Pharisees fasted at least twice a
week (Luke :), and made sure that others knew it. Disfigure
(aphanizo-)is literally ‘make invisible’ (it is translated ‘consume’ in vv.
–), a vivid expression for making unrecognizable, either by
covering the head or by smearing with ash and dirt. In contrast, the
disciple who fasts must look quite normal, clean and happy (an-
ointing with oil was a common cosmetic, not necessarily a sign of
special celebration: to put on a show of exceptional gaiety would be
as ostentatious as the ‘hypocrites’!). Jesus assumes that fasting will
continue to be practised among his disciples, as indeed it was, after
his death (see further on :–; cf. Acts :–; :).

vii. The disciple’s attitude to material possessions (:–)
The last two long sections have presented Jesus’ teaching largely in
contrast with the teaching and practice of the scribes and Pharisees.
Now in : – : there is a more direct and positive presentation
of the true disciple’s attitudes, the ‘greater righteousness’ which is
going to make him conspicuous among other men. First a series of
sayings which were apparently originally independent (their parallels
are found in Luke :–; :–; :; :–) are brought
together into an impressive demand for detachment from material
concerns, and for a prior loyalty to God.

–. The contrast between earthly and heavenly reward in vv. –
 leads naturally to this memorable poetic saying contrasting earthly
and heavenly treasure. The use of similar language in : might sug-
gest that the thought is specifically of almsgiving (cf. Luke : for
the idea of using money with a view to a reward in heaven), but the
scope here may also be wider. Treasures in heaven are ‘stored up’ by obe-
dience to God in all areas of life; they are the reward of the disciple
who puts God first. Treasures on earth give no permanent security or
satisfaction; they can be destroyed by moths and other vermin (bro-sis,
a general term for ‘eating’, probably refers to damage by rats, wood-
worm, etc., rather than to rust [Gk. ios ]), and removed by thieves.

. It is not so much the disciple’s wealth that Jesus is concerned
with as his loyalty. As v.  will make explicit, materialism is in direct
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conflict with loyalty to God. And the danger of amassing posses-
sions is that the treasure will command the disciple’s loyalty, that ma-
terial affluence will breed materialism.

–. This enigmatic saying is included here to reinforce the
message of both vv. – and v. , the call for an undivided loy-
alty to God. The eye is the lamp of the body either in that it is the ‘win-
dow’ through which light enters the body (hence RSV full of light, full
of darkness, for the adjectives ‘light’ and ‘dark’) or, more probably, in
that it enables the body to find its way. In either case its effectiveness
depends on its being sound (haplous). Haplous is literally ‘single’, but
is used in the LXX to translate the root tm, ‘complete’, ‘perfect’,
which is often used of ‘undivided’ loyalty. So the ‘single eye’ is pri-
marily a metaphor for a life totally devoted to the service of God.
But haplote-s is also used in the New Testament with a connotation
of generosity (Rom. :;  Cor. :; :, ; cf. Jas :) and such a
nuance here is suggested by the contrasting ‘evil eye’ (RSV not sound ),
a regular expression not only for jealousy but for niggardliness (e.g.
Deut. :; Prov. :; Matt. :, and often in Jewish literature).
There seems to be a deliberate double-entendre here, with haplous tak-
ing up not only the theme of undivided loyalty but also that of de-
tachment from material concern, hence of generosity. The two
themes intertwine throughout this section.

The result of such a sound eye is a well-illuminated body. The body
here represents the whole person, and if the idea of the lamp was
of that which enables the body to find its way, the thought is of a
purposeful life, directed towards its true goal. The alternative is a
life in the dark, like a blind man, because the ‘evil eye’ of selfish
materialism gives no light to show the way.

. Serve is literally ‘be a slave of ’; a man could satisfactorily have
two employers, but not two owners. So the same theme of undivided
loyalty is stressed again. Hate here, as often in the Bible, carries a
comparative sense, not necessarily of active dislike so much as of dis-
placement by a higher loyalty (cf. on :). The rival owner is mam-
mon, Aramaic ma-mo-na-’, which means essentially ‘possessions’. It was
not a personal name (as Milton makes it, drawing on its ‘personifi-
cation’ in this passage). While it sometimes carried the connotation
of wealth wrongly acquired, this is usually indicated in the Targums
by the addition of diš ĕqar (‘of falsehood’; cf. Luke :, ).
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Ma-mo-na-’ alone is more neutral, as in the Targum to Proverbs :,
‘Honour God with your mammon’ or even the Palestinian Tar-
gums to Deuteronomy :, ‘You shall love Yahweh your God with
… all your mammon’. The same neutral connotation is found at
Qumran and in the Mishnah. The rival loyalty then is not that of ill-
gotten gains, but of material possessions however legitimate. They
can be used to serve God, but they can also themselves claim a man’s
allegiance. Mammon thus here represents the principle of material-
ism, and this is in direct conflict with loyalty to God.

. The remainder of the chapter deals with ‘anxiety’. Merimnao-

(‘to be anxious’) refers essentially to a state of mind (‘be overcon-
cerned about’, AB ). This will no doubt be revealed in frenzied ac-
tivity, but Jesus’ focus is primarily on the mental attitude rather
than its practical outworking (pace Jeremias, PJ, pp. –), for it
is here that the conflict with faith arises. To forbid ‘anxiety’ does not
rule out a responsible concern and provision for one’s own and
others’ material needs, nor does Jesus here forbid us to work (see on
v. ). His concern, as in the preceding verses, is with priorities, and
the essential message of this passage is ‘First things first’, which
means in fact ‘God first’. Given that prior emphasis, concern for ma-
terial needs will not be able to usurp the first place which it too often
occupies in a disciple’s interests. The objects of our anxiety, food, drink
and clothing, are to be seen as less important than the life and the body
which they supply, and subsequent verses will draw out the moral that,
since God provides the latter, he can be trusted for the former. The
two concerns of this verse, food and clothing, will be picked up re-
spectively in the illustrations from nature in vv.  and .

. If this light-hearted illustration were pressed too literally, it
might suggest that the disciple has no need to grow and harvest food.
But the point is that God sees that even the birds are fed, and a dis-
ciple is more valuable to him than a bird. What is prohibited is worry,
not work. Even the birds have to spend a lot of energy in hunting
or searching for their food, but the point is that it is there to be
found. And it is provided by your heavenly Father ; a true understand-
ing of that phrase is the ultimate antidote to anxiety.

. Anxiety in any case achieves nothing. It cannot add even a lit-
tle time to our life-span. (Indeed it may shorten it!) He-likia normally
means ‘age’, ‘life-span’. In Luke : it clearly means ‘height’, and the
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fact that cubit is a measure of physical length apparently supports this
meaning here (so AV, RV, NEB and some other versions). But a cubit
( cm) would not be a slight (or even desirable?) addition to a man’s
height, as the context here seems to require, and Luke : de-
mands. For a similar linear measure applied to length of life cf. Psalm
:, and indeed our ‘life-span’.

–. This second illustration parallel to v.  is again not to be
pressed into a recommendation of passivity and idleness, but is an-
other argument from the less to the greater to indicate God’s care
for his children. The lilies should probably not be identified with a
single species, as they are taken up in v.  as grass, the dead weeds
used as fuel for an oven. It is wild vegetation in general which shows
the prodigality of God’s provision for the adornment of his creation,
and thus forbids anxiety about our own clothing. Such anxiety in-
dicates little faith, a word used elsewhere in Matthew for the disciples
when they failed to trust Jesus in a situation of physical need (:;
:; :; :). Faith is, for Matthew, a very practical reliance on
the care and power of the Father and of Jesus (cf. :–; :, –
, –; etc.). Anxiety is therefore its opposite, and is ruled out for
the disciple.

–. A primary concern with material needs is characteristic
of the Gentiles. As in :; :, the word seems to be used to make
not so much a racial as a religious distinction; they are men with-
out God. Such men have no knowledge of a heavenly Father, and so
they have no antidote to anxiety and a consequent materialism in their
outlook. The disciple by contrast realizes that his Father knows that you
need them all, and his faith assures him that he both can and will pro-
vide them. As in vv. – this awareness is the basis for an attitude in
striking contrast with the ‘Gentile’, who not only worries himself but
worries his gods by his aggressive and unbelieving prayer.

. This verse is the climax of vv. ff. Instead of emphasizing
the negative (‘Do not be anxious’) it now sets out the positive atti-
tude required of disciples, without which they will inevitably be sub-
ject to anxiety. They are to direct their attention consistently (seek is
present imperative, implying a continuing obligation) towards his
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kingdom and his righteousness. For ‘kingdom of God/heaven’, see pp.
–, above; here the primary emphasis is on submission to God’s
sovereignty here and now, i.e. obedience to his will, though the idea
of looking forward to, and working for, the ultimate establishment
of his kingdom cannot be ruled out. Similarly his righteousness (which
is absent from the parallel in Luke :, but serves here to focus
Matthew’s special concern with practical discipleship) will refer, as
in :, , , to the kind of life which God requires in the present
age, rather than to his ultimate act of ‘vindication’ or ‘salvation’.
What this verse demands is, therefore, a commitment to find and to
do the will of God, to ally oneself totally with his purpose. And this
commitment must come first. It is not to be crowded out by ma-
terial concerns. Moreover, we are assured that if we thus put God
first, our material needs (all these things, echoing v. ) will be provided.
Material concern is therefore not only distracting, but unnecessary.

This positive climax makes it clear that vv. ff. are not prescrib-
ing an irresponsible, happy-go-lucky optimism, or a fatalistic ac-
ceptance of the status quo, nor are they decrying the body and its con-
cerns as sordid and unworthy of our attention. They call the disciple
to an undistracted pursuit of his true goal, to which lesser (though
legitimate) concerns must give way; and they assure him that if he
will put first things first, God will take care of the rest.

. While the call not to be anxious links this verse with what pre-
cedes, its theme is rather different in that it deals with trouble ahead,
while vv. – envisaged full provision, not trouble. It is a salutary
reminder that God’s sure provision of our needs does not guaran-
tee a life without problems. But they need not be multiplied by wor-
rying about them before they occur; God knows about these too, and
can be trusted to deal with them when the time comes. Cf. James
:–.

viii. The disciples’ attitude to one another (:–)
–. Judge (krino-) often carries the connotation ‘condemn’, and it

is in that sense that it is used here. The use of our critical faculties
in making value-judgments is frequently required in the New Tes-
tament, as in vv.  and – of the present chapter. There may be
a place for verbal rebuke and even stronger measures: :–. This
passage, however, is concerned with the fault-finding, condemnatory
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attitude which is too often combined with a blindness to one’s own
failings. The least that such an attitude can expect is to be judged with
equal harshness by other men. But the passive, as often in Matthew,
probably conceals God himself as the agent. Just as he will forgive
those who forgive (:–), he will condemn those who condemn.
The parable of the unforgiving debtor (:–) illustrates the
point clearly. Cf. Romans :, –; James :–. The prover-
bial saying, the measure you give will be the measure you get, occurs in Mark
: in a different sense, with reference to care in receiving Jesus’
teaching, and in Luke : with reference probably to generosity
in giving. It occurs commonly in Jewish literature to indicate
divine retribution (e.g. Mishnah Sotah :). Here too it expresses the
reciprocal principle in judgment, and so reinforces the previous
clause.

–. This grotesque illustration, drawn from the carpenter’s work-
shop, exposes graphically the hypocrisy of the sort of criticism con-
demned in vv. –. The speck (karphos, a tiny splinter of wood or straw;
the word is used in secular Greek metaphorically for something
minute) and the log (more literally a beam or rafter) in the eye are
found also in two Rabbinic sayings, perhaps derived from Jesus’
illustration (Arakhin b; BB b). Hypocrite (see on :) is only here
applied to a disciple rather than to Jesus’ Jewish opponents. AB
here translates by ‘Casuist!’, but the English usage of ‘hypocrite’ is not
far from the sense of inconsistency intended here. Unless v.  is to
be read as sarcastic (when the beam is removed, the speck will be
found to be imaginary), it indicates that there is in fact a fault in the
brother ; the hypocrite’s error is not in his diagnosis, but in his failure to
apply to himself the criticism he so meticulously applies to his
brother.

. This enigmatic saying stands alone, but comes appropriately
here in that it qualifies the apparently absolute prohibition of
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‘judgment’ in v. . What is holy refers probably to consecrated food,
which was to be eaten only by the priests and their families (Exod.
:–; Lev. :–; Num. :–); to give it to dogs, which were
regarded as unclean animals to be fed with unclean food (Exod.
:), was unthinkable. It is equally unthinkable that something
as valuable as pearls should be given to swine, another unclean animal
(cf.  Pet. : for a similar contemptuous linking of dogs and
pigs). The use of dogs in a racial context in :, although the
word is different, has been taken to suggest an overtone of Jewish
exclusivism here, but the context does not indicate this. Holy and
valuable things (the reference is primarily to teaching, probably) must
be given only to those who are able to appreciate them. Cf. Paul’s
emphasis that only the ‘spiritual’ can understand spiritual teaching
( Cor. :–). God’s gifts are not to be laid open to abuse, or his
truth to mockery. There is a right discrimination which is different
from the censorious judging of vv. –. The early Christian appli-
cation of this saying to eucharistic discipline (Didache :) is too
narrow a definition of a general principle.

ix. The disciple’s attitude to God (:–)
–. The three balancing clauses in each of these verses add up

to a strong exhortation to persistent prayer. Seek and knock are
metaphors for prayer, not separate exhortations (‘knocking’ is found
also in Rabbinic sayings as a metaphor for prayer). All three im-
peratives in v.  are present tense, which indicates continuous,
persistent prayer. It is such prayer that will find an answer (cf. the para-
bles of Luke :–; :–). This is, as Jeremias puts it (PJ, pp. –
), ‘beggar’s wisdom’: ‘If the beggar, although harshly repulsed at
first, knows that persistent appeals will open the hands of his hard-
hearted fellow men, how much more certain should you be that your
persistence in prayer will open the hands of your heavenly Father.’

–. The reason for this confidence is explained by a consider-
ation of fatherhood. A human father will not meet his son’s request
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for food (bread and fish would be the commonest food around the
Lake of Galilee; cf. :) with useless or even harmful substitutes.
(The round loaf would look not unlike a stone, and a snake might
be taken for a fish, particularly the eel-like catfish of Galilee,
Clarias lazera.)

. Yet human fathers are evil (a strong word, the same as for the
‘Evil One’ in :, etc.); man’s essential sinfulness is assumed, but the
claims of true fatherhood prevail even over this. A fortiori, therefore,
your Father who is in heaven (the phrase provides the key to this passage)
can be expected to provide the best for his children. Thus any sug-
gestion of reluctance on God’s part which might have been derived
from the call for persistence in vv. – is set aside, and the disciple
can come to his Father in full confidence of his willingness to re-
spond. The good things appear more specifically in Luke (:) as ‘the
Holy Spirit’, who is the source of blessing in the disciple’s life (see
Rom. ). Matthew’s wording would include this theme, but is more
general, and the position of these verses suggests that the material
provision of :– is also in mind. There is no warrant for applying
the phrase only to the blessings of the age to come (as does Jeremias,
PJ, p. ).

x. Summary of Jesus’ ethic (:)
Verses – will constitute a general conclusion on the demands
of discipleship. The specific ethical teaching of the Sermon on the
Mount therefore comes to its climax in this verse. So links the verse
not with the immediately preceding verses but with the whole teach-
ing of the Sermon so far, as it relates to our attitude towards other
men, and the rule which follows presents in a nutshell the ‘greater
righteousness’, the distinctive behaviour and attitude expected of the
disciple. This ‘Golden Rule’ (the Emperor Alexander Severus re-
putedly had it written in gold on his wall – not a bad example to fol-
low!) is often compared with the negative principle (Do not do to
others what you yourself dislike) which is found in a wide variety of
ancient literature from the Athenian Isocrates to Rabbi Hillel (Shab-
bath a; cf. Tobit :). In this form it found its way into early Chris-
tian teaching from the second century, and appears in some early
texts of Acts :. Some earlier Jewish maxims (Eccl. :; Let-
ter of Aristeas ) point towards the more comprehensive positive
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form of the rule, but Jesus was apparently the first to formulate it
explicitly, and he elevates it to a place of new importance: this is the
law and the prophets, a summary of the revealed will of God. A simi-
lar formula is used of the double commandment to love in :,
and Matthew undoubtedly intends us to understand this rule as
spelling out what it means to ‘love your neighbour as yourself ’. It is
interesting that Hillel made a similar claim for his negative version:
‘This is the whole law; all else is commentary’ (Shabbath a). As a
general principle to guide us in specific ethical decisions, the Golden
Rule has not been bettered. In the positive form propounded by
Jesus it makes a very far-reaching demand for unselfish love in action.

xi. Warnings against spurious discipleship (:–)
The radical demands of Jesus have been set out in the main body of
the ‘Sermon on the Mount’, culminating in the all-embracing prin-
ciple of :. Now the Sermon is concluded with a group of four
short sections (vv. –, –, –, –), each of which is at
least partially paralleled in Luke, the last three being similarly grouped
together at the end of the sermon in Luke :–. Together they
constitute a striking call for genuineness in the disciple’s response to
the demands of Jesus. Each presents a contrast between the genuine
and the spurious, and this genuineness is found not in the disciple’s
profession but in his performance. A professed adherence to Jesus
and his teaching may be very impressive so as to deceive others, and
even the professed disciple himself, but Jesus here gives warning that
it will not deceive God, who looks for practical results. The teach-
ing of the Sermon on the Mount is not meant to be admired but to
be obeyed.

–. Life (i.e. eternal life: the idea is parallel to entering the king-
dom of heaven in v. ) is not found by following the crowd, but by
a deliberate and costly decision. A similar metaphor is used in Luke
:, ‘Strive to enter by the narrow door’, in answer to the question,
‘Will those who are saved be few?’ The imagery here is different and
more elaborate, but the essential message is the same. True dis-
cipleship is a minority religion. The image of the narrow gate here is
expanded to include also the common Jewish teaching of the two
ways, of life and of death (cf. Jer. :; it is developed at length in
the early Christian manual, the Didache). Precisely how the two
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images are to be related is not clear – is the ‘narrow gate’ at the be-
ginning or the end of the ‘hard way’? Or is the hard way to be seen
perhaps as the way through the gate, so that the two images coalesce?
This last is the more likely if we accept (as I think we should) the
reading of RSV mg. in v.  ‘For the way is wide and easy’, which en-
visages a wide way with no gate (no need for decision) from which
it is necessary to step aside through a narrow gate to find life. (The
later introduction of a gate on the wide way would be a natural
‘improvement’ to balance the structure of the verses.) Easy and hard
are not the best translations of eurycho-ros and tethlimmene-, which re-
inforce ‘wide’ and ‘narrow’, rather than introduce a new idea; ‘roomy’
and ‘restricted’ would be better, contrasting the popularity or
availability of the two ways rather than the ease of travelling on
them; but the latter idea may also be implied in v. , since nouns
from the same roots as ‘narrow’ and ‘hard’ are used together in
Romans :; : for ‘tribulation and distress’.

. The second section (vv. –) focuses on false prophets, a phe-
nomenon already well known in the Old Testament (e.g. Deut.
:–; Jer. :–), but increasingly found also in the New Testa-
ment church, within which prophecy was an honoured gift (Acts
:–; :–;  Cor. :, ; :–ff.; etc.). We hear of false
prophets already active in  Peter :;  John :–; Revelation :,
as well as in Jesus’ warning in Matthew :, . By the end of the
first century they were a serious problem (Didache :–). The
connection of thought with vv. – may well be that, like the false
prophets in the Old Testament (Jer. :–; Ezek. :–) they
would offer an easier alternative to the narrow way of Christian dis-
cipleship. Their teaching would be plausible, enabling them to
pass as true disciples (sheep), but in fact their effect would be de-
structive (cf. Acts :– for a similar use of wolves for false teach-
ers from within the congregation).

–. The plausibility of this false teaching demands that some
test be found (cf.  John :–). Here Jesus sets out not a doctrinal
but an ethical test: You will know them by their fruits. The fruits are not
specified, but the idea is clearly that profession must be tested by
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practice. The image derives perhaps from the bad fruits of God’s
vineyard in Isaiah :– (cf. Jer. :). The same image is applied in
: to the Pharisees. Here it relates specifically to false prophets,
but the principle would apply equally to any Christian profession.
Profession is easy, and even Christian behaviour may be counter-
feited, but what a man really is will inevitably show itself by the way
he lives. The metaphor should not be pressed to the point of deny-
ing that a person can change; but if the change is to be real, it must
be radical, resulting in a new kind of person, not just a new profes-
sion or behaviour pattern.

–. The principle of v. a (repeated in v. ) will determine
men’s final destiny. Profession of discipleship alone will be no pro-
tection against the coming judgment. Jesus here reinforces John the
Baptist’s attack on superficial repentance (v.  is a verbatim repeti-
tion of :). This Gospel frequently emphasizes the danger of a
purely nominal discipleship, and warns that there will be professed
disciples who will be rejected at the end (cf. :–, –; :–
; –; :–).

. The third section (vv. –) makes more explicit the
point of v. , the ultimate rejection of those whose disciple-
ship was only superficial. It relates not only to the false prophets of
v. , but to any spurious profession of discipleship. The criterion
for entry to the kingdom of heaven (cf. ‘entering into life’ in vv. –)
is, as vv. –ff. have shown, practical obedience, not an appeal to
Jesus as Lord, however urgent (cf. : for equally urgent and
equally fruitless repetition). While kyrie (Lord ) is sometimes in the
Gospels no more than a polite form of address (‘Sir’: e.g. :; :;
:), in Matthew it is generally used in contexts which indicate a
deeper and more religious meaning, recognizing Jesus’ authority and
his exalted status; it is thus the characteristic form of address to
Jesus by disciples (often substituted by Matthew where the other
Synoptics have ‘Teacher’ or ‘Rabbi’: see TIM, pp. –). Here
it is therefore a deliberate claim to a master/disciple relationship;
it is an emphatic profession of faith. Nor is there any suggestion
in vv. – that it is insincere; they are self-deceived, unaware
(like the ‘goats’ of :) that their discipleship does not match
up to Jesus’ criteria of obedience (v. ) and personal relation-
ship (v. ).
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. The judgment theme becomes more explicit in the phrase on
that day (a standard phrase for the final day of judgment; see :;
Luke :; :; :; cf. the Old Testament ‘day of Yahweh’).
Not only the profession of discipleship, but even miraculous activ-
ity in the name of Jesus, is not enough to prove a genuine disciple.
For the use of Jesus’ name by exorcists outside the disciple group
cf. Mark :; Acts :ff. Prophecy, exorcism and miracles can be
counterfeited. ‘Charismatic’ activity is no substitute for obedience
and a personal relationship with Jesus. Nor, indeed, are any other
‘good works’ – cf. Bengel’s searching comment on this verse: ‘Add
also: we have written commentaries and exegetical notes on books
and passages of the Old and New Testaments, we have preached fine
sermons, etc.’

. Notice that in vv. – Jesus presents himself as the judge at
‘that day’, when his hearers would have expected God to be men-
tioned. The claim is all the more striking for being assumed, not ar-
gued. Moreover, the criterion of judgment is their relationship with
him. For I never knew you as a formula of repudiation see also :,
and cf. Peter’s denial, :, , . Depart from me, you evildoers is a
quotation from Psalm :, where it is the words of the pious sufferer
to his persecutors.

–. The well-known parable of the two builders, which con-
stitutes the last section of the Sermon on the Mount, occurs in Luke
in totally different words, and in a different form (the difference lies
in the depth of the foundations, not, as here, in the site chosen), but
with the same function of emphasizing the importance of the
hearer’s response to the Sermon. Both men represent those who hear
these words of mine (note the same casual assumption of Jesus’ ultimate
significance, as in vv. –); the difference lies in doing them.
(Poieo-, ‘to do’, is a key word in each of the sections –, –, –
.) On this practical response (as opposed to the enthusiastic but
superficial allegiance of vv. –) depends the ability of the dis-
ciple to survive the floods and winds, which probably symbolize both
the pressures of life in this world and, particularly in connection with
vv. –, the ultimate test of God’s judgment (cf. Isa. :– for
God’s judgment as a flood, against which only a God-given foun-
dation [v. ] can stand; also Ezek. :–). The result of a
spurious or superficial discipleship will be total collapse – both

M A T T H E W  :  ‒  :   



versions of the parable (and therefore of the Sermon) end with the
word great : this is not a warning to be taken lightly.

xii. Conclusion (:–)
The opening words of v.  (literally, ‘And it happened when Jesus had
finished …’) are repeated verbatim in :; :; : and :, in each
case with a reference to the teaching just concluded. This clause uses
Old Testament language (see, e.g., LXX Josh. :;  Sam. . ) not
used in this way elsewhere in Matthew, and is apparently a deliberately
formal transition formula to mark the end of the five great collections
of teaching in Matthew and to lead back into the narrative (cf. the
formulae of Num. :; Jer. :, which in Hebrew not in LXX are
very close to Matthew’s wording). See above, pp. –, for the use of
this formula as an indication of a basic five-fold structure of the
Gospel. Without endorsing that view, the formula is clearly important
as a signpost to the development of Matthew’s theme (see Kingsbury,
pp. –). The collected teaching on discipleship is finished, and we
return in : to the narrative of the first public phase of Jesus’ min-
istry begun in : and summarized in :–.

But first Matthew notices the popular reaction to Jesus’ teaching.
For the crowds as a secondary audience to Jesus’ teaching to his dis-
ciples, see on :–. Their astonishment (cf. :; :) was not so
much at the content of his teaching, but his authority (an important
word, applied to Jesus’ deeds as well as his words; cf. :; :–; :;
:ff.; :). In contrast with the careful quoting of authorities
by the scribes, Jesus interpreted (and even went beyond) the law on
the authority of his own direct perception of the will of God. That
is why he could make response to his words the criterion of judgment
(vv. –). He was clearly very much more than a teacher of the law,
as the scribes. ‘Their scribes’ may indicate Matthew’s awareness of a
growing hostility between church and synagogue by the time he
wrote his Gospel (cf. ‘their synagogues’, :; :; etc.), but perhaps
is no more than a necessary distinction from Christian ‘scribes’, who
appear in :; :.

C. A selection of Jesus’ miracles (: – :)

The preceding section (chapters  – ) has introduced the reader to
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the teaching of Jesus, which has impressed the crowds with his authority
(:). Now that authority is further seen displayed in his deeds. The
careful collection of teaching in the previous three chapters is bal-
anced by an equally deliberate collection of narratives, concentrat-
ing especially on Jesus’ healing ministry. The whole complex of chap-
ters  –  thus forms an impressive ‘anthology’ illustrating the
pattern of ministry spelt out in : and repeated at the end of the
section in : – teaching, preaching and healing. The dominant im-
pression throughout is of the unparalleled authority of Jesus the
Messiah (see Davies, pp. –).

The section contains ten miracles (all but one acts of healing or
exorcism), all except one paralleled in different places in Mark, and
all in Luke, but here brought together into an arrangement peculiar
to Matthew. The first three healings clearly form a deliberate group
leading up to a summary in :– (see commentary there), and this
has led many to see the whole section as designed in three groups
of three miracles each (the two miracles intertwined in a single
story in :– counting as one), divided by two incidents relating
to discipleship in :– and :–. Some have suggested common
themes for the three groups; e.g. three miracles of healing (:–),
three miracles of power (: – :), three miracles of restoration
(:–) – so ICC; Guthrie, p. ; or three healings of excluded per-
sons (:–); three signs of power (:–:); three double healings
(:–) – so Green. But the last two groups at least do not suggest
such themes naturally, and the threefold structure itself is not com-
pelling after :–. It is in the anthology as a whole rather than in
its detailed structure that we should discern Matthew’s purpose.

A comparison with the accounts of these same events in Mark
and Luke shows that Matthew’s versions are considerably shorter.
This is achieved, as elsewhere in Matthew, by eliminating most of the
less essential (though interesting) narrative details provided by Mark,
so as to concentrate attention on the miracle itself, and particularly
on the words of Jesus. The effect is to heighten the emphasis on the
uniqueness of Jesus as seen in his authority over illness, the natural
elements and spiritual powers, as well as over men and their destiny;
the exclamation of the crowds in : thus fittingly brings the sec-
tion to a climax.
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i. The leper (:–)
. For the mountain and for the crowds, see on :–. The crowds

who have been impressed by the authority of Jesus’ words (:–)
are now to be the witnesses also of his deeds (cf. :, ).

. The leper was an outcast from normal society. It is probable that
the ‘leprosy’ of the Bible was a term covering various skin complaints
as well as the much more serious ‘true’ leprosy (called by the Greeks
elephantiasis). Not all were in fact serious or contagious, but all were
lumped together and covered by the strict ‘quarantine’ regulations of
Leviticus  – . The sufferer was not only potentially a health haz-
ard, and likely to be physically objectionable; he was also ceremoni-
ally unclean. While other diseases are ‘healed’ in the New Testament,
a leper is ‘cleansed’ (see e.g. :), and it is the religious authorities who
must certify this. The disease was regarded as incurable ( Kgs :);
that the leper approached Jesus with the conviction of his ability to
help is therefore an indication of an awareness of the authority of
Jesus like that of the centurion (see vv. –). It is therefore likely that
Matthew’s use of the two significant terms knelt ( proskyneo-, normally
translated ‘worship’; see on :) and Lord (kyrie, which need not
mean more than ‘Sir’, but see on :) indicates that he sees here more
than polite deference. His omission in the following verses of any ref-
erence to Jesus’ emotions (Mark :, ‘moved with pity’; :, ‘sternly
charged’, a word implying indignation) also concentrates attention on
Jesus’ power rather than his human character.

. Jesus frequently touched those whom he healed (:; :, ;
etc.), but the additional expression stretched out his hand here focuses
attention on the act, which is specially significant in the case of a
leper. To touch an unclean person was to contract defilement one-
self (Lev. :); Jesus’ disregard for this ceremonial point should be
seen in the light of his attitude to the law in :– and such pas-
sages as :– (on sabbath observance) and :– (on ceremo-
nial defilement). The mission of Jesus and the demands of love
clearly took precedence. The immediacy of the cure further high-
lights the authority of Jesus (contrast Num. :–).

. Jesus’ command to say nothing (which suggests that the crowds,
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mentioned in v.  to introduce the whole collection of miracles, were
not in fact present on this occasion) is paralleled in :; :; :;
:, and more frequently in Mark. This motif of secrecy, which is
often regarded as an apologetic device of Mark to explain why so few
responded to Jesus during his ministry, is better understood as re-
flecting a real danger that Jesus could achieve unwanted popularity
merely as a wonderworker, or worse still as a nationalistic liberator, and
so foster a serious misunderstanding of the true nature of his mission.
See further on :–. In directing the man to present himself with
the prescribed offering (Lev. :ff.) to the priest in Jerusalem, Jesus
was following the provisions of the law of cleansing in Leviticus .
Several interpretations are here possible of the phrase for a proof to the
people (literally ‘for a testimony to them’): (a) this act will give public
proof that the leper is cured and may return into society; (b) it will
prove to the (presumably already hostile) priests that Jesus respects the
Old Testament law (cf. :); (c) it is a witness to Jesus’ Messianic mis-
sion, as the conqueror of disease (cf. : for this implication of the
healing of leprosy). The same phrase recurs in : and Mark :
(cf. Matt. :), so that it has a wider application than to this incident
alone (where it fits uncomfortably after a command to tell no-one), and
this favours the third view. Matthew clearly sees the incident as sig-
nificant for the understanding of who Jesus is. The ‘testimony’ of this
miracle may be both negative (a witness against those who reject Jesus;
so in Mark :) and positive (a call to belief; see : and probably
:). See further, Banks, pp. –.

ii. The centurion’s servant (:–)
. After the leper, excluded from the congregation by his phys-

ical condition, comes the centurion, excluded by his race. Capernaum
was now Jesus’ home (see on :), and is the scene for much of the
narrative of chapters  and . (The similar story of John :– re-
lates to a royal ‘official’ of Capernaum, but is located at Cana; it prob-
ably relates to a separate incident, and certainly derives from an in-
dependent tradition.) The centurion was a junior officer in the
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auxiliary forces under the command of Herod Antipas, which were
non-Jewish, drawn largely from Lebanon and Syria. His sympathy for
the Jewish religion (Luke :–) was therefore that of an interested
neighbour. Luke tells us that he approached Jesus through his Jew-
ish friends; Matthew typically omits this detail as not essential to the
story, and represents him as approaching Jesus directly in the first in-
stance. The racial element in the confrontation is thus more emphatic
in Matthew’s version.

. Lord, as in v. , need mean no more than ‘Sir’, but probably to
Matthew it was indicative of an awareness of the unique authority
of Jesus, further evidenced in the centurion’s words in vv. –. The
servant was probably a personal attendant: Luke mentions that he was
‘dear’ to the centurion. The Greek word pais could also mean ‘child’,
and is so used in John : (otherwise that passage uses the normal
word for ‘son’). It is therefore sometimes suggested in the light of
John :ff. that this story originally related to the centurion’s son. But
Luke, who uses pais in :, calls him unambiguously a ‘slave’ in vv.
,  and ; ‘servant’ is a regular meaning of pais in the New Testa-
ment, while nowhere except John : does it denote a ‘son’ as op-
posed to a ‘child’ (unrelated to the speaker). See above for the in-
dependence of this incident from that of John :–.

. Jesus’ reply, using the unusually emphatic first person pronoun,
should probably be read as a question (NEB mg., ‘Am I to come and
cure him?’). Verse  contained no explicit request, and Jesus thus
draws out its implications. The stress falls on the personal pro-
noun. Such an approach by a Gentile officer to a Jewish preacher was
at least unusual. If Jesus’ ‘astonished or indignant question’ (Held,
TIM, pp. –) does not express a real reluctance to contract rit-
ual defilement by entering a Gentile’s house (there is no record that
he ever entered a Gentile’s house, or healed a Gentile except at a
distance), it at least probes the genuineness of the man’s faith. Does
he realize what he is asking? It is thus closely parallel to his response
to another Gentile request for healing in :–; indeed the two
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stories run parallel at many points, both involving the trial and the
triumph of a Gentile’s faith. Jesus’ words in vv. – will make it
plain that he recognizes no racial barrier to faith; his question here
is designed to elicit the centurion’s recognition of the same truth.

. The centurion does not argue the question of whether a Jew
should enter his house; he simply treats it as irrelevant. His diffidence
is based not on racial grounds but on a sense of personal unwor-
thiness before one whose authority he recognizes as far greater
than his own. In any case a personal visit is unnecessary. His faith
goes beyond that of the leper in expecting a cure at a distance, sim-
ply by a word.

. His conception of Jesus’ power over illness is expressed in
terms of the absolute authority of a military command. There is
no reason to press the comparison to the point of asking under
what authority Jesus is. The point is simply that on the analogy of
his military experience he is confident that what Jesus says will be
done.

. This verse is the key to the whole incident. The faith of this
Gentile is superior to that of any Israelite, so much so that Jesus mar-
velled, a strong word used of Jesus only here and in Mark : (where
it was caused by lack of faith among his own people!). Truly, I say to
you (see on :) draws attention to the significance of the verdict.
Matthew’s wording, ‘with no one in Israel’, stresses more strongly
than that of Luke the total inability of Israel to match this standard.
Faith should not be interpreted here in the light of later theological
discussion; it is defined by vv. – as an absolute practical reliance
on Jesus’ power.

. Matthew now drives home the implications of this event by
adding (vv. –) a saying of Jesus on membership in the kingdom
of heaven which was apparently originally spoken in a different con-
text, since it occurs in a similar form in Luke :–, but not in
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Luke’s story of the centurion. The saying emphasizes in very strong
terms that the kingdom of heaven is not a Jewish preserve, but is
open to Gentiles like this centurion, and further that Jews will in fact
find themselves excluded. Thus faith, not race, is the criterion for
membership of God’s kingdom.

Sit at table represents the Greek word for ‘recline’, which was the
normal posture for meals, especially more formal ones (cf. John
:). The imagery is that of the Messianic banquet (cf. :; Luke
:; :), a prominent theme in Jewish eschatological expectation,
derived from Isaiah : (N.B. ‘for all peoples’), but narrowed down
in both apocalyptic and Rabbinic writings to be an exclusively Israelite
blessing, under the presidency of the Hebrew patriarchs, Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob. The many who will join the banquet are not explicitly
Gentiles, but they are clearly set in contrast with the ‘sons of the king-
dom’ in v. , who are certainly Jews. For a Jew to sit at table with a
Gentile was to contract ritual defilement, yet Jesus here envisages the
patriarchs themselves sitting down with Gentiles as fellow-guests at
the banquet. Worse still, in describing their coming from east and west,
he uses words which in the Old Testament relate to the world-
wide gathering of Israel (Ps. :; Isa. :–; :: see my JOT,
p. ).

. The affront to Jewish exclusivism in v.  was pointed
enough. Now the shocking converse is presented: even Jews them-
selves are not assured of a place at the Messianic banquet. Sons of
the kingdom means those to whom the kingdom belongs by right,
its heirs by birth (cf. the Rabbinic phrase ‘sons of the age to come’
echoed by Luke in :; :–). ‘It was the current belief that
no descendant of Abraham could be lost.’ But Jesus says that they
will be; not all of them presumably, since Abraham, Isaac and Ja-
cob at least will be there, but the point is that membership in the
kingdom of heaven will not be on the basis of race, that believing
Gentiles will take the place of unbelieving Jews. Outer darkness, weep-
ing and gnashing of teeth, which were symbolic Jewish descriptions
of the fate of ‘the ungodly’ (see ICC, p. ), are to be, incredibly,
the experience of the ‘sons of the kingdom’. There could hardly
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be a more radical statement of the change in God’s plan of salva-
tion inaugurated by the mission of Jesus.

. After the inserted saying, Matthew concludes the story quickly.
The healing word which the centurion asked for is recorded, and it
takes up the central theme of faith from v. . Such faith is unan-
swerable, and the cure, though distant, is immediate (cf. v. ; :).

The centurion’s story has thus highlighted faith as the ‘one thing
needful’. It is a practical faith which expects and receives results. Such
faith renders tradition and heredity meaningless, and ‘of such is the
kingdom of God’. Schweizer draws an appropriately uncomfortable
moral: ‘The warning in this story may be especially urgent in an age
when Africans and Asians in the community of Jesus may well be
called on to show to “Christian” Europe what Christian life really is’
(p. ).

iii. Peter’s mother-in-law (:–)
The third ‘excluded person’ healed is a woman. It has even been sug-
gested that in touching a woman’s hand Jesus infringed the law (Hill,
p. , citing SB, I, p. ), but it is not likely that this single tradition
preserved in a late collection (Kallah b) represents an accepted rul-
ing of the time of Jesus. The cure is related with a minimum of
detail (Mark’s meagre  words are cut to  in Matthew!); even the
disciples are omitted in Matthew’s version. The fever may have been
malarial, but the different causes of fever were not differentiated.
Peter was a native of Bethsaida (John :), but Capernaum (some two
miles away) was his home during Jesus’ ministry (cf. :–); his house
was probably where Jesus lived in Capernaum, and thus the site of
much teaching and healing (cf. :, ; :, ; Mark :ff.; :). It
was a sizeable establishment, the home also of Andrew (Mark :)
and of Peter’s mother-in-law. The fact that Peter kept this home (and,
apparently, his fishing equipment: :; John :) indicates that the
demand of :, Luke :, etc. did not apply literally to all disciples.
Indeed the hospitality of such homes (cf. Luke :–) was the es-
sential condition of Jesus’ chosen homeless way of life (v. ); served
also indicates literal provision of food, etc. (cf. :, the same word).

iv. Summary of Jesus’ healing ministry (:–)
These verses are the climax of :–, a carefully composed section
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(see Held, TIM, pp. –) in which three specific healing mir-
acles lead up to a general summary which is then capped with an Old
Testament quotation relating to Jesus’ healing ministry in general.
The three healings reveal Jesus’ compassion in meeting the needs of
despised and rejected people, and above all his authority in curing
instantly three serious diseases of varied character.

. The summary widens the perspective to include all who were sick
(cf. :, with a fuller specification), and also those possessed with
demons, the first specific case of which is still to be recorded (:ff.).
Here, as usually in the Gospels (and more clearly in Mark’s parallel,
:–), sickness and demon-possession are differentiated, as are
their cures. Spirits are cast out with a word (never by a touch) without
the conscious participation of the ‘victim’, while the sick are healed,
often by a touch, and almost always in response to the patient’s faith.
Mark’s vivid scene of the sabbath evening ‘surgery’ is again dras-
tically reduced to a more formal summary, primarily designed to lead
into Matthew’s own climax in v. .

. Matthew’s primary interest in the healing miracles is in their
revelation of the mission of Jesus. They are a fulfilment of Isaiah
:, here quoted by Matthew in what appears to be his own literal
rendering of the Hebrew, which speaks of ‘sicknesses’ and ‘pains’
(see RSV mg at Isa. :), whereas the LXX (and the Aramaic Targum)
spiritualized the meaning into ‘sins’. The following verses in Isaiah
 do in fact deal with spiritual deliverance through the Servant’s suf-
fering, with recurrent references to ‘transgressions’, ‘iniquities’, etc.,
and it is likely that the ‘diseases’ and ‘pains’ of vv. – were intended
to be understood in this light, as Christian thought (and translation)
has always done. Physical suffering and sin were always closely
linked in Jewish thought. Matthew was well aware of the Servant’s
role in Isaiah  as one of redemptive suffering (see on :), and
this was the dominant use of the passage in Christian circles. But
this did not prevent him noticing that the literal applicability of
Isaiah : to the healing ministry of Jesus added another dimension
to his fulfilment of the mission of God’s Servant (cf. :ff. for an-
other non-redemptive application of a ‘Servant’ passage). It is in the
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totality of his life and ministry, not only in its redemptive aspect, that
Matthew delights to trace Jesus’ fulfilment of the scriptural pattern.

v. Two would-be followers (:–)
. In order to introduce the miracles of the calming of the storm

and the healing of the Gadarene demoniacs (on the east side of the
lake), Matthew mentions Jesus’ decision to leave Capernaum, ap-
parently to escape from the growing crowds (a frequent necessity in
Jesus’ Galilean ministry). This decision inevitably results in a sep-
aration of his true followers, who will accompany him, from less
committed supporters, and thus Matthew introduces in vv. –
two case-studies illustrating the demands of committed discipleship.
The same incidents are related at a later point in Luke’s narrative
(:–, with a further similar example added in vv. –). They
are introduced not for any interest in these two individuals, whose
response to Jesus’ challenge is not even mentioned, but as object-
lessons, and the repetition of the key words ‘disciples’ and ‘followed’
in v.  suggests that the following narrative should also be seen as
a lesson on discipleship (TIM, pp. –, –). Thus the over-
all emphasis on the authority of Jesus’ Messianic works in chapters
 –  (and cf. the authoritative gave orders here) is shown to have a
corollary in the necessary response of discipleship.

. The first example is a scribe, for while the scribes as a class are
normally mentioned as in opposition to Jesus, as individuals they
were potential disciples. The phrase in v.  ‘another of the disciples’
may imply that this scribe was already a disciple, but if so it was only
in a loose sense, since he addresses Jesus as Teacher, a term used only
by outsiders in Matthew (see TIM, p. ; contrast Lord in v. ), and
seems to think of discipleship as volunteering to follow a Rabbi as his
pupil (see on :). Wherever you go is literally ‘wherever you may be
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departing’, and probably refers only to the proposed journey across
the lake, not to a life-time commitment. He is an academic dilettante
disciple.

. Jesus’ reply shows that he is not a typical Rabbi, and that fol-
lowing him is no light matter. His chosen style of life is one of home-
lessness and insecurity (many homes, like Peter’s, were open to him,
but he had none of his own), and his disciples were called to share
this style of life. This was a matter of choice, not of necessity, as
Jesus’ family was probably a comfortable, if not affluent, ‘middle-class’
one. On Son of man, used here for the first time, see pp. –. The
suggestion that here it is used in its basic sense to mean ‘man’ in
general makes nonsense of v.  as a reply to v. : it is Jesus’ insecur-
ity, not that of mankind (would this even be true?), which is relevant.

. If the condition of the previous ‘volunteer’ was uncertain, this
one is explicitly a disciple (note his use of Lord; see on :). What is
in question is his degree of commitment. If his father was already
dead, his request was a natural, even essential, one. The dead must
be buried within  hours (though the subsequent ceremonies could
last a week), and this duty was incumbent on the son (Gen. :; To-
bit :; :). It was so important that it took precedence over es-
sential religious duties (Mishnah Berakoth :), and even justified
priests in contracting ritual defilement (Lev. :). It has been sug-
gested, however, that the father was not yet dead, so that what was
requested was an indefinite postponement.

. The reasonable request meets a peremptory refusal. Follow-
ing Jesus takes precedence over even family obligations (cf. :–
; :–; :). If the consecration of a Nazirite or of the High
Priest did not allow him to attend even to his father’s funeral (Num.
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:–; Lev. :), Jesus’ demand is no less absolute. The urgency of
discipleship will be emphasized further in :ff. The dead can only
mean those outside the disciple group, who lack spiritual life, and
who in the absence of a higher calling can be left to deal with mun-
dane matters. The reply seems needlessly stark, even offensive.
Black (pp. –) has therefore suggested that the original Ara-
maic was ‘Let the waverers bury their dead’, the words ‘waverers’ and
‘dead’ sounding very similar. But even so the refusal would be no less
absolute, and the use of ‘dead’ for the godless is in fact found in
rather later Judaism (SB, I, p. ). The epigrammatic form of the
saying as it stands is typical of the shock-tactics with which Jesus’
radical demand is presented.

vi. Calming the storm (:–)
The evidence for Jesus’ unique authority is now taken a stage further
by the first record of a ‘nature-miracle’ – ‘even winds and sea obey
him’ (v. ). This, in the context of chapters  – , must be the main
significance of this incident for Matthew, and his telling of the
story, eliminating again a lot of inessential detail so that the calm au-
thority displayed by Jesus leads without distraction to the climax in
v. , makes this clear. Since Bornkamm’s famous article of  (see
TIM, pp. –), it has been generally agreed that Matthew’s placing
of the incident after vv. –, together with some details in his
wording, shows it was for him ‘a kerygmatic paradigm of the dan-
ger and glory of discipleship’. This may indeed be granted, though
whether we should therefore assume that Matthew deliberately pre-
sented the ship as an allegory of the church and the storm as its
eschatological conflicts is less certain. At least we may be sure that
for him it was still primarily, as for Mark and Luke, a record of
Jesus’ supernatural power, with the trial of the disciples’ faith as a
sub-plot (cf. the centurion’s servant [:–] for a similar blending
of themes).

–. See above on v.  for the link with vv. –. The word
for storm usually means ‘earthquake’ – literally a ‘shaking’; Matthew’s
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use of this unexpected term is more likely designed to highlight the
seriousness of the physical danger than to suggest a reference to
eschatological upheavals (as in :; Rev. :; etc.). The lake is
notorious for sudden, violent squalls. That Jesus was none the less
asleep, even on a voyage which would normally take only an hour or
two, certainly indicates that he like other men could be exhausted by
constant activity; the contrast with the disciples’ anxiety underlines
his calm control of the situation.

. The contrast is heightened by the words of their request,
which in Matthew takes the form of a prayer, the two words save and
Lord (see on :, and note its frequent repetition in this chapter, vv.
, , , , ) being as appropriate to the situation of Christian wor-
ship as to the disciples on the lake.

. Jesus’ rebuke (even before he acts; in Mark and Luke he acts
first) further emphasizes that discipleship involves a faith which is a
practical trust (cf. on vv. –), and which excludes anxiety (cf.
:ff ). The phrase little faith (rather less derogatory than Mark’s
‘Have you no faith?’) is a favourite for Matthew in such situations (see
on :). Rebuked indicates graphically the personal authority of
Jesus, as master of the created order.

. This authority is recognized by the men; the phrase would nor-
mally mean ‘men’ in general, and Matthew’s use of this term is prob-
ably intended to indicate the reaction of a wider group than only the
disciples who were present. In the Old Testament it was a mark of
the sovereignty of God himself that the sea obeyed his orders (Job
:–; Pss. :–; :–; etc.); a passage like Psalm :–
must surely have been in Matthew’s mind as he narrated this story
and recorded the response of amazed recognition. He does not draw
out the implication explicitly, but in the light of the Old Testament
passages above it is clearly revolutionary. Jesus is being progressively
revealed as the Messiah – and more.

vii. The Gadarene demoniacs (:–)
. Gadara was a city of Decapolis,  miles ( km) south-east of

the lake, but controlling territory up to the shore of the lake east of
the Jordan outflow (Josephus, Vita ). In all three Synoptic Gospels
there are variant readings. Mark and Luke probably wrote
‘Gerasenes’, perhaps referring to the modern Kursi, on the eastern
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shore, rather than to the Roman city of Gerasa, over  miles ( km)
from the lake. Gadarenes is probably Matthew’s original reading.
There is no means of deciding whether the site of the incident was
near the Jordan outflow (Matthew) or on the eastern shore
(Mark/Luke). Both sites offer a ‘steep bank’ (v. ) and both had
largely Gentile populations, as the presence of a large herd of pigs
requires. The ‘city’ of v.  need not be Gadara itself, but a local
settlement near the lake within Gadarene territory. The two de-
moniacs are only one in Mark and Luke. For similar ‘doublings’ by
Matthew see : (cf. :), the second animal in :ff., and the
specification of two false witnesses in :. No single explanation
is likely to suit these rather different cases (see commentary on
:; :). Here and in : it is suggested that this is Matthew’s
way of compensating for his omission of another exorcism (Mark
:ff.) and healing of the blind (Mark :ff.) respectively. This not
only envisages an incredibly mechanical style of composition; it also
fails to account for the further double healing of the blind in :.
R. Bultmann mentions the introduction of twos for the sake of
symmetry as a ‘popular folk motif ’; but neither here nor in : is
such an effect achieved. Did Matthew then double the patients to in-
crease the magnitude of the miracle, or to indicate a more general
ministry of exorcism? Or did he simply have a different tradition of
the incident which remembered a second and less memorable
demoniac whom Mark and Luke ignored? There is no agreed solu-
tion, but one interesting suggestion is that those healed in :ff.;
:ff.; :ff. in each case confess Jesus as Son of God or Son of
David, and since Jewish law required two witnesses, Matthew con-
firms this testimony by mentioning two witnesses (this would then
parallel Matthew’s specification of two witnesses in :). This
verse summarizes five verses of description in Mark, and the whole
incident in Matthew is less than half its length in Mark. Matthew’s
interest is in showing the authority of Jesus, and so he concentrates
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on his confrontation with the demons, not on the men who were the
battleground; personal details are thus almost entirely omitted.

. Literally ‘What to us and to you?’: they want nothing to do with
the Son of God, a phrase generally restricted to those who confess
their faith in Jesus, but used also by the devil (:, ) and his associ-
ates, who recognize the authority they will not accept. Their even-
tual torment (cf. Rev. :; :) was thought to be reserved for the
time of the final judgment (so much Jewish apocalyptic, e.g. 
Enoch  – ; Jubilees :–; :–), but Jesus’ presence, even
here (in Gentile territory), indicates that it is already beginning before
the time (cf. :). (In : kairos [‘time’] is used for the cross as the
decisive moment of Jesus’ conflict, but in this context the common
Jewish expectation is the more likely reference.)

–. Matthew does not mention the dialogue of Mark :–,
but goes straight to the main point, the exorcism itself. The swine,
however, still feature prominently, for it is their behaviour which em-
phasizes the spectacular nature of the exorcism, as does also perhaps
Matthew’s addition that they were at some distance away. Jesus’ com-
mand to come out (Mark :) is assumed; the if does not convey un-
certainty. Once expelled, the demons will need a ‘home’ (see :ff.),
and pigs, as unclean animals, are clearly suitable.

. The panic stampede provides visible proof of the exorcism
to the bystanders (note that their report was of ‘what had happened
to the demoniacs’ [v. ], not ‘to the pigs’!) as well as to the men
themselves. Similar visible confirmations are recorded both for
Jewish (Josephus, Ant. viii. ) and pagan exorcisms (Philostratus,
Vita Apoll. iv. ). But these were deliberately designed as proofs,
whereas nothing in this incident or in Matthew’s wording suggests
that this was Jesus’ intention. Matthew’s grammar may indicate
a different understanding of the incident – the herd rushed (singular),
and ‘they perished’ (plural). Does he mean that the demons were
thus destroyed? (In Mark and Luke it is clearly the herd that is
the subject of the verb ‘were drowned’.) No attention is given
to the economic morality, still less the humaneness, of the de-
struction of a large herd of pigs, but we may assume that forJesus
the liberation of two men took precedence over such considerations.

–. The local reaction is thoroughly understandable; Jesus was
not a comfortable person to have around! P. P. Levertoff ’s comment
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is telling, if perhaps too cynical about their motives: ‘All down the
ages the world has been refusing Jesus because it prefers its pigs.’

No mention is made of the cured men and their mission to their own
people (Mark :–); Matthew is interested in the mission to
Gentiles rather as a post-resurrection development (see on :–).
The incident has been recorded only to show the authority of Jesus
even over supernatural powers.

viii. The paralytic (:–)
–. His own city is Capernaum (see on :), the scene of the earl-

ier miracles in :–. Verse  will reveal the presence of large
crowds again, and Mark :– describes them graphically, but
Matthew again omits descriptive details, even the unforgettable pic-
ture of the hole in the roof (Mark :). This time, however, it is not
the miracle itself to which he is thus drawing attention, but (as in :–
) the dialogue which accompanies it, which will introduce a new
aspect of Jesus’ authority. So right at the outset we have his declar-
ation, Your sins are forgiven. To us this seems scarcely relevant to a case
of paralysis, but in a culture where disease was generally traced to
sin (see John :) this was not so. Jesus himself does not state here
or anywhere else that a given illness is the result of sin (cf. John :),
but to the patient the assurance of forgiveness was real cause to take
heart (cf. v. : in both cases Matthew alone includes this word). For
Jesus’ response to the faith of others than the patient himself (their
faith), cf. :–; :–.

. This is the first mention of opposition to Jesus, which will
be a recurrent theme. It derives from the scribes, now seen (unlike
:) in their typical role as representatives of the official religion which
necessarily reacted against the radical claims of Jesus. How
Jesus is blaspheming need not be stated (as it is in Mark :): Jewish re-
ligion of the time had no room for a personal declaration of forgive-
ness, still less for this to be uttered by a mere man, on his own authority.

–. For Jesus’ awareness of their thoughts  cf. :; :. While
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effective forgiveness is no easy matter, it is certainly easier to say ‘Your
sins are forgiven’ than to say ‘Rise and walk’, as the former requires
no visible result while the latter lays one open to ridicule if nothing
happens. If then Jesus’ word is effective for the latter, they may as-
sume that he was not bluffing about the former. If it was assumed
that the illness was the result of sin (see on v. ), the logical con-
nection of healing with forgiveness was of course even more direct.
The use of eukopo-teron (‘easier’) for an a fortiori argument occurs in
Greek only in sayings of Jesus (cf. : parr.; Luke :).

. The command to the paralytic in fact proves more than that his
sins are forgiven; it indicates the authority of the forgiver. For the Son
of man see pp. –. Here, as in :, it makes nonsense in context
to take it as meaning ‘man’ in general; Jesus is not claiming that any-
one can pronounce forgiveness (nor would his act of healing in any
way indicate that), but that he himself has this special authority. The
term ‘Son of man’ could not by itself convey this, even if it were
understood to have a Messianic connotation, for Jewish expecta-
tion did not include forgiveness among the Messiah’s functions.
It was rather a part of God’s eschatological blessings (e.g. Isa.
:; Jer. :; Mic. :–). Yet here on earth Jesus is claiming
this authority: cf. :; : for forgiveness ‘on earth’ as an ex-
tension of the authority of God ‘in heaven’. Jesus therefore
brings on earth the authority of God (cf. : for this idea of
‘realized eschatology’).

–. The cure is, as always in Matthew, immediate. The fear of the
crowd (Mark and Luke here mention only amazement) indicates the
supernatural impact of Jesus, as in :; : (cf. Mark :; :;
:; :). The emphasis is again on his authority, seen in his teach-
ing (:–), his power over illnesses as varied as ‘leprosy’, paraly-
sis and fever (:–), his demand for undivided allegiance (:–),
his control over natural forces (:–), over supernatural powers
(:–), and now his right to pronounce God’s forgiveness. In
all these Jesus stands out as different from other men. The general
term men in v.  is therefore unexpected. It may be generic (their
surprise was that Jesus as man had such authority); or it may look
forward to the extension of Jesus’ authority to his disciples in :;
:.

 M A T T H E W



ix. The call of Matthew (:–)
. Matthew, later to be included in the Twelve (:), is named in

the parallel passages in Mark and Luke as Levi. It seems clear that
the same man is concerned (cf. Simon/Cephas for two Semitic
names for the same individual). The tax office at Capernaum would
be concerned with tolls on goods crossing the frontier of Antipas’s
tetrarchy either across the lake from Decapolis or across the Jordan
from Philip’s tetrarchy. Matthew was thus apparently a customs of-
ficial in the service of Herod Antipas rather than a collector of
direct taxes, but the two distinct occupations (see Jeremias, NTT, pp.
–) are both represented by the Greek telo-ne-s, and were gen-
erally linked together in Jewish writings, often bracketed with thieves
and ‘sinners’ in general. Both occupations were despised as unpat-
riotic and inevitably involving contact with ritual uncleanness, quite
apart from the extortion which was an inevitable result of the eco-
nomic system. There is no evidence of any previous direct contact
between Matthew and Jesus (cf. on :), but Jesus was by now well
known in Capernaum. That this popular ‘Rabbi’ (cf. :) should take
the initiative in calling an outcast to be his disciple was a sign of ac-
ceptance to which Matthew understandably responded readily.

. For sat at table, see on :. Luke specifies that the meal was
in Levi’s house. The main point is that Jesus was prepared to sit at
table with sinners, a term which could apply to the ‘am ha’a-res., the
common Jewish people who could not or would not keep the scribal
rules of tithing and purity (among whom the tax collectors were promi-
nent), but is used more widely of the immoral (Luke :ff.), heretics
(John :ff.) and Gentiles (Gal. :), as well as of tax collectors. To
share a meal was a sign of intimacy, and Jesus’ notorious willingness
thus to identify himself with the undesirable is a prominent feature
of the Gospel portrait (see especially Luke :–; :–).

. The reaction is inevitable. After the objection of the scribes
to Jesus’ ‘blasphemy’ comes that of the Pharisees to his behaviour, for
practical observance of the law was the main concern of Pharisaism.
To be the guest of an ‘am ha’a-res. disqualified a man from being a
h.a-be-r, one recognized as observing all the rules of tithing and purity
(Mishnah Demai :–). While the customs officer as such was
probably not ritually unclean (though the tax collector was, and ren-
dered unclean any house he entered, Mishnah Tohoroth :), this
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gathering of sinners would certainly involve the breach of the very de-
tailed scribal regulations relating to food. From the Pharisaic point of
view Jesus was undoubtedly in the wrong, as their question implies.

. Jesus replies with a proverbial saying; similar sayings, por-
traying the philosopher as a healer, occur in several Greek writings;

cf. Luke :. The difference between Jesus and the Pharisees lies in
their conception of priorities in the will of God: for the Pharisees
the first priority is obedience to regulations, for Jesus a mission to
people. A healer must get his hands dirty.

. Two further sayings reinforce this difference of perspective. The
first is a quotation of Hosea :, introduced by a typically Rabbinic for-
mula, Go and learn what this means. It is a call to reflection, for Jesus is
pointing not to the surface meaning of the text (the validity of sacrifice
is not the point here or indeed anywhere in Jesus’ teaching; cf. .–)
but to Hosea’s underlying concern, the danger of a religion which is all
external, in which ritual demands have taken the place of love (mercy rep-
resents Heb. h.esed, normally and appropriately translated ‘steadfast love’
by RSV). Jesus’ table-fellowship to which they object is in fact the
supreme fulfilment of God’s desire, while in their censorious indifference
is a rebirth of the superficial religion which Hosea deplored. The sec-
ond saying returns more directly to the present situation, and has the
same shocking effect as :–; those who are to be called (not only to
this meal but to the Messianic banquet) should surely be the righteous, but
Jesus reverses the standards of formal religion, and invites only the dis-
qualified. Righteous is not entirely ironical: in their sense of the word they
were ‘righteous’ (cf. Phil. :), but it is precisely the adequacy of such right-
eousness that Jesus constantly calls in question (see on :; also on :;
:, ). Sinners who ‘hunger and thirst for righteousness’ are closer to
true righteousness than the self-satisfied.

x. The question about fasting (:–)
. After the hostile questioning by scribes (v. ) and Pharisees (v.

), a third group now appears in opposition to Jesus’ practice, the
disciples of John. Cf. :; :; Luke : for John’s disciples, and Acts
:; : for the continued existence of such a community. John
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:ff. and : suggest that they saw Jesus and his disciples as rivals.
For Jewish fasting, see on :–. John’s disciples presumably joined
the Pharisees in observing not only the one fast enjoined in the
Old Testament law (the Day of Atonement) and other prescribed
fasts of a commemorative nature, but a regular routine of
weekly fasts. The probable addition of much (RSV mg.) reinforces the
point. Cf. : for John’s own asceticism. We have no evidence
beyond :– and this passage for Jesus’ attitude to fasting,
but v.  and :– together with the continued use of fasting in
Acts :–; : (for special purposes, not as a routine) show that
he did not repudiate fasting as such, while this verse indicates that
his practice was not rigorous. He presumably observed the Day of
Atonement at least, but not the Pharisaic routine. Mark : suggests
that the occasion here was a regular Pharisaic fast, but it is not clear
whether the question related to Jesus’ general practice or specifically
to the meal of v. .

. A wedding is a time of joy, not of asceticism. That Jesus saw
his ministry in this light may reflect the idea of the Messianic ban-
quet (see on :), already anticipated in his table-fellowship with sin-
ners (:). Cf. :ff. for Jesus as the bridegroom, the one who is the
centre and cause of the joy of his disciples. John’s disciples had lost
their ‘bridegroom’, who was already in prison (:), so they had rea-
son to mourn. The same would be true one day for Jesus’ disciples.
While the saying need mean no more than that Jesus will not always
be present, taken away (echoing Isa. :?) suggests a violent end, and
the beginnings of official opposition in this chapter would give an
early intimation of this eventual outcome. Jesus and official Ju-
daism were scarcely compatible, as vv. – will go on to indicate.

–. These verses do not relate directly to the situation of vv.
– and were probably an independent saying, referring to Jew-
ish tradition in general, not specifically to John’s disciples. But they
express an important general truth of which the question of fast-
ing was a specific example. Jesus has brought something new, and the
rituals and traditions of official Judaism cannot contain it. The ex-
plosive exuberance of the new era (for wedding, garment and wine
as all symbols of eschatological salvation, see Jeremias, PJ, pp. –
) must break out of the confines of legalism and asceticism. The
Greek for tear is schisma, which is also often used metaphorically;
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combining incompatible religious attitudes is a recipe for schism.
What form the fresh wineskins will take is not spelt out, but they at least
indicate that Jesus looked for some formal structure in religion, not
for anarchy: ‘ “Free” thought that recognizes no authoritative con-
trol, is as useless as spilt wine’ (McNeile). Both are preserved is prob-
ably only the conclusion of the ‘story’ of the wineskins, not a de-
liberate prescription for the perpetuation of unreformed Judaism
alongside the new life of the kingdom of heaven.

xi. The ruler’s daughter and the woman with a haemorrhage
(:–)

–. This double healing story is one of Matthew’s most spec-
tacular abbreviations: his nine verses correspond to  in Mark. De-
scriptive details, extra characters and sub-plots are ruthlessly pruned
away, and the two healings recast into the simplest possible form.
The father (Jairus in Mark) is not named, and is simply a ruler (a gen-
eral term for an official or important person, not necessarily in a pol-
itical sense, and therefore appropriate to the synagogue leader, as
Mark specifies). More important, Matthew’s telescoping of the two
stages of the story (first Jairus’ appeal, then the news of his daugh-
ter’s death, after which the appeal is not withdrawn) results in the ap-
peal being made when the girl is already dead, not just dying. It there-
fore appears from the beginning as what it ultimately became, an
appeal for a raising of the dead, a much more startling act of faith
than a request for help in extremis. That she was really dead, not only
apparently as v.  suggests, is made clear by Luke (:, ) and is
presupposed in the mention of the raising of the dead in :.
While faith is not mentioned explicitly in this story, the ruler’s prac-
tical confidence in Jesus’ healing power is closely parallel to the ‘faith’
depicted in :–; :. For knelt ( prosekynei ) see on :; :.

–. The haemorrhage (a menstrual disorder) rendered her, and
anything she touched, ceremonially unclean (Lev. :ff.), hence per-
haps her approach from behind, and her touching only the fringe,
though even that should have made a pious Jew recoil in horror. But
her determination and her conviction of Jesus’ healing power out-
weighed the risk. To expect to be healed by touching Jesus’ clothes (cf.
:) may suggest a rather ‘magical’ conception of his healing role,
but one which he did not rebuke. In wearing the fringe (or ‘tassel’)
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Jesus was faithful to the Old Testament law (Num. :–; Deut.
:); his objection in : is to the misuse of it for ostentation.

. Matthew (unlike Mark and Luke) presents the healing as the
direct result of Jesus’ word, rather than of the previous touch; any
impression of a ‘magical’ element in the cure is thus removed (and
cf. his omission of Jesus’ awareness ‘that power had gone forth from
him’, Mark :). The key, as always, is faith, of the same practical
kind as in :–; : (cf. :; :). The sonorous declaration he-

pistis sou seso-ken se (‘Your faith has made you well’) was apparently a
favourite pronouncement of Jesus (cf. Mark :; Luke :; :),
leaving no doubt of the condition of his healing ministry. Take
heart (cf. on :) was specially appropriate to one who had good rea-
son to hesitate in approaching Jesus.

–. Professional mourners were hired even by the poorest
families (Mishnah Ketuboth : specifies ‘not less than two flutes and
one wailing woman’); for the flute players, cf. Josephus, BJ iii. :
Matthew’s addition of this peculiarly Jewish touch in his econom-
ical account is noteworthy. Not dead but sleeping must presumably be
taken as indicating that her (real) death is not to be permanent.
Katheudo- (‘sleep’) is normally used literally in the New Testament, or
metaphorically for spiritual inertia, not death (in contrast with
koimaomai, also literally ‘sleep’, which regularly refers to death), so that
Jesus’ words ought to suggest that she was only in a coma. But see
on v.  for the reality of her death, and Daniel : (and probably
 Thess. :) for this sense of katheudo-. No doubt they laughed at him
because they took his words literally, and knew they could not be true
(so Luke).

–. The presence of Peter, James and John (so Mark and Luke)
is not mentioned, and Jesus seems to go in alone with the corpse, like
Elijah ( Kgs :ff.) and Elisha ( Kgs :ff.). The report in all
that district (cf. v. ) prepares for the climax of v. , and for the
corollary drawn in :–.

xii. Two blind men (:–)
Matthew has two very similar accounts of the healing of two blind
men. The other, :–, is parallel to the story of Bartimaeus in
Mark :–. This one has no parallel in the other Gospels (the
other healing of a blind man in Mark (:–) is quite different, and
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is not related by Matthew). Unless we are to credit Matthew with sim-
ply duplicating his own story, and there is no obvious motive for his
doing so, nor are the stories the same in detail, we must assume that
he here relates a separate incident, using standard ideas and ter-
minology common to these and several other miracle stories. The
narration is as usual economical and unconcerned with personal de-
tails (though Wellhausen’s ‘nicht mit Liebe’, ‘without love’, was a bit
strong!).

. For the two, see on :. The appeal for mercy (elee-son) is re-
peated in :; :; :–, in each case asking for practical
help; cf. also :, and the regular use of elee-mosyne- for ‘alms’.
Mercy is not an emotion, but a practical response to need. The fact
that not only here but also in :; :– it is linked with Son of
David (see above, p. ) suggests that such ‘mercy’ was expected to
characterize the Davidic Messiah, and :–, with its use of Isaiah
:– and :, indicates that there was sufficient popular awareness
of the Messiah’s healing role to justify this explicit appeal.

. Presumably the house is that of :, at Capernaum. It seems
that Jesus did not respond to their first request. Cf. : for a simi-
lar lack of response, which eventually resulted in a striking illustra-
tion of persistent faith (and cf. on :, above). Here too faith is
tested, and indeed explicitly questioned, so that, like the leper, the
centurion, the ruler and the woman with the haemorrhage, they must
explicitly confess it. Again, as throughout these two chapters, faith
is shown to be a practical confidence in the power of Jesus.

. The two regular elements of touch and healing word come to-
gether, but the focus is on the latter (cf. on v. ). The words are vir-
tually those of : (and cf. :), and their effect, like that of the
parallel declaration of :, is to emphasize faith as the one essen-
tial condition of Jesus’ healing ministry. According to does not mean
‘in proportion to’, but rather implies ‘in response to’; the deed
matches the faith.

–. For Jesus’ desire for secrecy, see on :. Sternly charged rep-
resents an emotional term implying indignation. Jesus was acutely con-
cerned to avoid misguided enthusiasm, but his vehement prohibition
was ignored; indeed it would be hard for formerly blind men to con-
ceal their cure! Jesus’ healing miracles, though not designed to excite
curiosity, were nevertheless too spectacular to pass unnoticed (cf. v. ).
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xiii. A dumb man (:–)
The miracle itself is only a minor element in these verses; it acts as
the ‘text’ around which Matthew constructs a concluding paragraph
drawing out the significance of the collection of miracles in chap-
ters  – . The varied demonstration of Jesus’ unique authority in
these chapters provokes either wonder or opposition, depending on
the viewpoint of the observer. The whole paragraph is closely par-
allel to :–, except that the complaint in that case includes
blindness, and the crowd’s reaction is more explicitly Messianic.
The relationship is parallel to that between the last paragraph and
:– (on which see above).

. Ko-phos means both ‘deaf ’ and ‘dumb’, the two complaints be-
ing naturally linked together. Here v.  indicates that the latter
meaning is primarily in mind, as in :; :. In view of the
careful distinction normally drawn between illness and demon-
possession (see on :), it is surprising that here and in : a
physical complaint is attributed to demonic influence: cf. Mark
:ff., the only other such instance, again in a case of dumbness.
The fact that the language here is entirely that of exorcism (demon cast
out ; no mention of faith or of touching the patient), whereas else-
where the deaf and dumb are healed normally (:–; Mark
:ff. – but see :, where the blind and dumb demoniac is ‘healed’)
indicates that this case was regarded as primarily one of possession,
with the dumbness as a ‘byproduct’.

. For in Israel, cf. :; here again the implication is that the na-
tion under its official leadership has fallen short. The authority in-
herent in Jesus’ deeds, displayed cumulatively in a variety of spheres
in chapters  –  (see on :), provided, like the authority of his
words in chapters  –  (see on :–), a striking contrast with the
existing leadership, and people noticed it. ‘The scribes taught and
nothing happened. Jesus spoke and demons fled, storms were set-
tled, dead were raised, sins forgiven … His authority in deeds and
words was nothing less than the presence of the Kingdom of God’
(Ladd, p. ).

. Predictably, this popular response was not welcome to the
Pharisees. The accusation will be repeated in : (see comments
there), and this may be the reason why this verse is omitted here by
a few important MSS. But its appropriateness here as the climax to
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the mounting opposition seen in this chapter (vv. , ,  – and cf.
Jesus’ dismissal of the old forms of religion in vv. –) supports
its genuineness. It is not so much an anticlimax after v. , as a
parallel climax showing the other side of the polarization resulting
from the impact of Jesus’ authority.

D. The parallel ministry of the disciples (: – :)

The authority displayed by Jesus in word and deed (chapters  – )
is now seen extended to his disciples (see comments on :–;
:); their ministry is carefully presented as parallel to and derived
from that of Jesus in this second collection of Jesus’ teaching (see
the introductory comments on chapters  – , above, and Intro-
duction, pp. –). The material found in chapter  is almost all
paralleled in Mark and/or Luke (all except verses –, b, –),
but occurs in a bewildering variety of different contexts. It is all con-
nected by the theme of the mission and consequent suffering of the
disciples, and thus, like chapters  – , bears the marks of a delib-
erate collection by Matthew of separate units of Jesus’ teaching bear-
ing on this question. Its basis is the mission charge recorded in Mark
:– and Luke :–, but the sayings added to this emphasize fur-
ther the urgency of their mission, and the certainty of persecution
for those engaged in it.

i. Summary and introduction (:–)
These verses fill a dual role, both as a summary of the ministry of
Jesus in chapters  –  and an introduction to the parallel mission of
the disciples in chapter . The wording is carefully designed to look
both back and forward, and to emphasize the continuity between
these two sections of the book.

. The words are almost identical with : (see notes there).
Chapters  –  are thus enclosed in a framework which draws out the
threefold nature of Jesus’ ministry revealed in them, a ministry of
teaching, preaching and healing. At the same time the repetition of the
words healing every disease and every infirmity in :, with reference to
the disciples’ commission, shows that the authority revealed in Jesus’
ministry in chapters  –  (see on :) is passed on to them. There
is a note of restless activity in this verse which will also be taken up
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in :ff. The reference to all the cities and villages confirms that the ac-
tivity of chapters  – , which was largely located in Capernaum, was
only a typical selection of Jesus’ ministry, not an exhaustive account.

. The cause of Jesus’ ceaseless activity is traced to his compas-
sion on the crowds. The vivid verb ‘have compassion’ (literally referring
to a ‘gut reaction’!) is always in the New Testament used of Jesus
himself (except in three parables: :; Luke :; :); like his
‘mercy’ (see on :) it regularly issues in action to meet the need
which evokes it. Here that need is expressed in the Old Testament
metaphor sheep without a shepherd, a phrase which referred especially
to lack of political leadership (Num. :;  Kgs :; Ezek. :)
but which here presumably denotes a lack of spiritual care and
guidance as well (cf. Zech. :–). Harassed and helpless is literally
‘torn and thrown down’, continuing the metaphor of sheep un-
protected from predators, or even suffering from unscrupulous
shepherds (cf. Zech. :). The ordinary people of Israel are ‘lost
sheep’ (:; :) awaiting the Messianic shepherd (Ezek. :;
Mic. :; Zech. :ff.; etc.).

–. If the need of Israel is one spur to urgency, another is the
opportunity. The harvest is plentiful, and it is ripe. Harvest is used in
the Old Testament as a picture of the coming judgment (Isa. :;
Hos. :; Joel :); John the Baptist had taken this up (:), and
Jesus does so elsewhere (:–; cf. Mark :). Here, however, as
in John :, his thought is rather of men’s readiness now to respond
to the gospel by ‘fleeing from the wrath to come’. The context
shows that the labourers here are not angels sent out to execute final
judgment on the nations, as his Jewish hearers would expect, but men
sent out to rescue others from judgment, and beginning within Israel
itself (:–). For this task the disciples were, and have always been,
too few, and the command to ask the Lord of the harvest (probably rep-
resenting an Aramaic term for ‘chief harvester’ (see AB, p. ); but
clearly God is intended) for reinforcements has never been super-
seded. The mission is God’s, and under his control. Chapter  will
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spell out what that mission is, and what it will involve for those who
are ‘sent out’.

ii. The twelve (:–)
. As an immediate practical solution to the need for workers

(:–), Jesus now summons his twelve disciples. This is not an account
of their selection (as in Mark :–; Luke :, to which Matthew
has no parallel), but of their commissioning. They appear here for the
first time as an already defined group, whose function is here seen to
be that of mission (cf. on apostles, v. ), though in : a continuing
leadership role is also in view; that passage also indicates that the num-
ber twelve was chosen as a deliberate reference to the twelve tribes of
Israel, and this tallies with several other indications that Jesus saw this
inner circle of his followers as representing the true people of God.
For authority see above, on :– (and cf. :; :); in those cases the
authority displayed was that of Jesus himself, and the word de-
scribed a central aspect of his ministry. That authority he now vests
also in his disciples, whose healing mission is described in the same
words used for his mission in : and :. Cf. on :– for the close
parallel between the missions of Jesus and of his disciples. The
disciples are therefore here given authority for mission, not institu-
tional leadership. Unclean spirits (cf. :) are generally called
‘demons’ in Matthew (cf. :–), or occasionally simply ‘spirits’
(:; :).

. Apostles occurs only here in Matthew; elsewhere he speaks of
‘the twelve (disciples)’: :; :; :, , . While Luke (like
Paul) uses ‘apostle’ of an office, the other Gospels use it, as Matthew
does here, only in a context of mission. It means one who is ‘sent’
(‘sent out’ in v.  is the verb from the same root). For Simon and
Andrew (and for Philip, v. ), see on :. First would be unnecessary
simply to mark the beginning of a list, and indicates Peter’s promi-
nence in the group, which will be spelt out more explicitly in :–
; all four Gospels agree in presenting Peter as the leader of the dis-
ciples; he and the two sons of Zebedee formed a specially trusted
inner group (:; :; cf. Mark :; :).

–. Little is known of the remaining members of the twelve, ex-
cept Judas Iscariot. Bartholomew is traditionally identified with
Nathanael, who appears only in John, but Nathanael is nowhere said
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to be one of the twelve. Matthew’s occupation is mentioned to iden-
tify him as the one whose call was previously described (see on :),
and James’ father and Simon’s nickname to distinguish them from their
better-known namesakes in v. . Thaddaeus is mentioned nowhere
outside the lists of Matthew and Mark; Luke (: and Acts :) re-
places him with ‘Judas the son of James’ (cf. John’s ‘Judas (not Is-
cariot)’, :), and some MSS in Matthew and Mark read instead
‘Lebbaeus’. The cases of Matthew and Peter (see on :) show that
a man could be known by more than one name, but it is possible that
the membership of the inner circle was not entirely fixed, or that
there was some uncertainty as to the identity of the obscure twelfth
member of the group. For Cananaean Luke has ‘Zealot’, and the
name probably represents the Aramaic term for a Zealot, qan’ana’.
This was not yet at the time of Jesus a technical term for the revo-
lutionary political party, but Matthew and Luke would have known
it as such. Probably Simon’s nickname originated from a ‘zeal’ for the
law (cf. Paul’s use of ‘Zealot’ in this sense, Acts :–; Gal. :;
Phil. :), but this would be likely to make him sympathetic to the
ideals of the later Zealot party. The inclusion of this man together
with the government employee Matthew is evidence of the breadth
of Jesus’ appeal. Iscariot is usually thought to mean ‘man of Kerioth’
(a city in southern Judea), but has also been explained as meaning
‘traitor’, ‘assassin’, ‘carrier of the leather bag’, or ‘redhead’!

iii. Instructions for their mission (:–)
This first part of the collection of Jesus’ teaching in chapter  re-
lates more directly to the immediate mission of the disciples as
Jesus sent them out during his ministry in Galilee, whereas the sub-
sequent part of the chapter deals more generally with the nature of
the Christian mission in the world.

–. This startling restriction of the disciples’ mission to Israel is
found only in Matthew, where it is matched by an equally restricted
statement of Jesus’ own mission (:). Yet this same Gospel not
only recognizes a deliberate mission to Gentiles at a later period,
after the resurrection (:–; cf. :), but also includes sayings
of Jesus which include other nations in God’s plan of salvation
(:–; :; :), and we have seen in the early chapters a clear
interest in the significance of Jesus for the Gentiles (:–; :–,
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–). Matthew cannot then be accused of anti-Gentile bias.
Rather this saying reflects the historic fact that with very few ex-
ceptions (:– deals with a Gentile in Jewish territory; :– is
clearly presented as exceptional) the mission of both Jesus and his
disciples before the resurrection was in fact limited to Israel; the time
for the Gentile mission was later. The emphasis of the saying lies
not primarily on the prohibition of a wider mission, but on the pri-
ority of the mission to Israel. To call Israel to repentance was the
primary focus of Jesus’ ministry; the call was urgent and demanded
total concentration (cf. :). They were lost sheep, a common Old
Testament metaphor (Jer. :; Ezek. :–; cf. Isa. :); the ref-
erence, as in these Old Testament passages, is apparently to Israel as
a whole, not to a specific group. Go in v.  is literally ‘go away’, i.e.
digress; in the historical situation of the Galilean mission this ef-
fectively restricted them to Galilee, which was completely sur-
rounded by Gentile and Samaritan territory. This is Matthew’s only
reference to Samaritans (even : pointedly omits them). Luke, by
contrast, includes three mentions of them in his Gospel (:ff.;
:ff.; :ff.), each time in a way which opposes the traditional
Jewish hostility to them (and cf. John :–; Acts :; :–);
Matthew apparently reflects a more traditionally Jewish outlook.

–. Their mission consists of both preaching and healing; the
two go together as complementary aspects of the announcement of
the kingdom of heaven (as in Isa. :–, quoted in : and in Luke
:– with reference to Jesus’ own mission), and each confirms the
validity of the other. The healing activity of Jesus and his disciples
was more than kindness; it was itself a part of the proclamation of
God’s kingdom (cf. :).

There is a striking parallel between the mission of the disciples
and that of Jesus himself (cf. on :, and also the parallel between
:– and :). The words they are to preach are the same as
those of Jesus in :, and the acts of healing listed in v.  cover prac-
tically all the types of Jesus’ healing miracles recorded in chapters 
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and . Cf. also the description of Jesus’ ministry in :. Their mis-
sion is an extension of his, for which they are vested with his au-
thority. Raise the dead is introduced in such a matter-of-fact way that
some commentators have doubted whether it is to be taken literally,
despite the two records of such miracles later by disciples (Acts
:ff.; o:ff.), and appeal has been made to the metaphorical use
of ‘dead’ in :; ‘raise the dead’ would then be a command to arouse
the spiritually indifferent. Such an understanding is plausible, how-
ever, only if the other commands of this verse are also taken
metaphorically (as Fenton proposes), and in the light of the literal
miracles of chapters  –  this seems impossible. It is fairer to the
text, though certainly it calls for a bolder faith, to accept that Jesus
did not exclude the raising of the dead from his disciples’ share in
his own authority to heal.

Their ministry must be without pay, unlike that of the mercenary
prophets who plagued the church by the end of the first century (Di-
dache –). Their status as apostles of Jesus, and their authority
to heal, were a gift, not bought or earned, and must be exercised in
the same spirit. Paul made much of this principle ( Cor. :;  Cor.
:). But see further on v. b.

–. Take is literally ‘obtain’ (and in is more correctly ‘into’ or
‘for’). The saying in its Matthaean form thus does not so much spe-
cify the appropriate equipment for travelling, but rather assures the
disciples that no previous fund-raising is necessary, nor need special
equipment be acquired. They can go just as they are, and the mis-
sion is urgent. The principle is that of :ff.; they can leave the pro-
visions to God. This is not a call to asceticism, for due provision of
food and lodging is assured (vv. b– and cf. :–); it is a call
to put first things first. This spirit of sitting light to material provi-
sion is good both for the disciple’s own attitude in his mission, as he
trusts God for practical provision, and for his credibility in an age
aware of the possibility of using religion for profit (e.g. Mishnah
Aboth :; Bekhoroth :). A church whose members are preoccupied
with material concerns still finds it hard to convince the world that
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it should take God seriously. The bag may be either one for carrying
food (no packed lunch required), or the beggar’s bag, such as itin-
erant Cynic preachers carried (see BAGD, p. b); the former
seems more appropriate to the theme of no prior provision. The sec-
ond tunic may have been a spare, or intended for extra warmth dur-
ing a night spent in the open (and therefore not needed, see v. ).
Sandals and staff were normally essential for travelling (see e.g. Exod.
:); the forbidden sandals were perhaps, like the second tunic, a
spare pair procured for the journey (Mark : allows them to wear
sandals, and the gesture commanded here in v.  presupposes
some sort of footwear which could hold dust). The well-known dis-
crepancy over the staff (Mark : specifically allows them to carry
one) may arise from the difference in the verbs: the Matthaean ver-
sion forbids the acquisition of a staff for the journey, while the Mar-
can allows them to take (only) the one they already possess. Clearly
there is some variation in the details of the different versions of the
relevant sayings (Luke indicates that there were at least two separate
such injunctions: : and :; cf. :–), but the essential theme
of an urgent mission which does not require or even permit elabor-
ate provision is not affected. These injunctions have assumed that
the disciples will be provided for in some other way, and this as-
sumption is drawn out in the following saying, that the labourer deserves
his food. He deserves it, and it will be provided (v.  will explain how);
therefore he need not provide for himself. This principle, so im-
portant to later Christian thought ( Cor. :;  Tim. :–; etc.),
is not in conflict with :b: the principle of the Christian worker de-
serving his keep and accepting hospitality is not the same thing as
requiring ‘payment for services rendered’, difficult as it may some-
times be to separate them in practice.

. Worthy suggests to us a test of character, but this is not essential
to its meaning (AB translates ‘suitable’). They are to look for someone
able and willing to accommodate them, and this would normally be
someone open to their message, though not necessarily already com-
mitted to their cause. The expectation of free hospitality, which seems
so bold to our culture, is in accord with eastern tradition, where the
guest, who might be a complete stranger, has unquestioned rights to
provision and protection (cf. Gen. :–; :–; Judg. :–).

–. The salutation (peace is the standard greeting still today in
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both Hebrew and Arabic) is no mere formality. Cf. the blessing given
by Isaac, which once uttered was a potent force (Gen. :–), and
other Old Testament statements of the efficacy of a word (Ps.
:, ; Isa. :; :; :–; etc.). The peace which they wish
to the household goes out and is effective; but it is not automatic,
and a wrong attitude in the receiver will result in its return, like an
uncashed cheque.

–. Jesus fully expected his message, and his messengers, to
meet with rejection as well as acceptance: see vv. –. The result
would be a division among men which they were not to gloss over,
but rather to emphasize: shake off the dust from your feet, a dramatic ges-
ture of repudiation still in use in the Middle East. The house or town
which is thus marked out as in opposition to the message of Jesus
faces a judgment more severe even than that of Sodom and Gomorrah,
the most notorious centres of iniquity of the Old Testament, de-
stroyed by fire and brimstone (Gen. :ff.; cf. Luke :–).
They have had the benefit of a clearer call to repentance, God’s last
word, and so the guilt of their failure to respond is greater. ‘Post-
Christian’ man is a different man from the heathen, to whom the
Word of Jesus has not yet come’ (Schweizer, pp. –).

. This verse, while clearly appropriate for the initial sending out
of the disciples, also serves to introduce the theme of persecution
which will dominate the next section. Sheep in the midst of wolves are
in constant danger, and have no capacity for self-defence; they depend
on the shepherd (cf. John :–). Initially perhaps the wolves
would be particularly the Pharisaic establishment, but the principle
is relevant to Christians in all ages who must live and witness in a hos-
tile world. Jesus did not envisage his people as a power-group. But
they are not to be like sheep in their attitude. Their vulnerable
position demands that they be wise (phronimos is better ‘sensible’, ‘pru-
dent; it is the word used in LXX for the ‘cunning’ of the serpent in Gen.
:). Cf. Luke :– with its commendation of the ‘prudence’
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(phronimos again) of the steward. Christians are not to be gullible sim-
pletons. But neither are they to be rogues. Innocent is literally ‘un-
mixed’, i.e. pure, transparent; it demands not naivety, but an irre-
proachable honesty. The balance of prudence and purity will enable
Christians both to survive and to fulfil their mission to the world.

iv. Warnings of conflict and persecution (:–)
This collection of sayings centres on a single theme, but it may be
subdivided for convenience.

(a) Persecution predicted (:–). The setting is the mission of the
Twelve in Galilee, but the principles are general ones relevant to
Christians facing persecution in any situation; after v.  the imme-
diate situation recedes further from view. Jesus assumes that his her-
alds will meet with rejection and persecution – he gives instruction
for their response when opposed, but not for dealing with the con-
verts of a successful mission!

. While the immediate concern is with persecution by Jews, the
Christian can expect opposition from men in general (cf. : for this
general sense). The book of Acts shows the variety of groups who
actively opposed the Christian mission. The councils (literally ‘san-
hedrins’) may refer to the councils of  members who were re-
sponsible for discipline in the local synagogue, but the word could
apply to any formal body (cf. Hare, pp. –). Flogging in synagogues
(cf. :; Acts :; :;  Cor. :) was a punishment for dis-
obedience or breach of the peace (by preaching an unpopular mes-
sage) rather than for heresy as such (Hare, pp. –, ).

. The mention of governors and kings suggests a wider canvas than
the purely Israelite mission of vv. –, . The Roman prefects of
Judea (the same word for ‘governor’ is used in :, , ) and
‘king’ Herod of Galilee with his later successors as kings of the Jews
would fit the description, and there were Gentiles in Palestine, but
the specific mention of the Gentiles suggests that the wider mission
of the post-resurrection period is already in view. Acts supplies
several examples of Christians arraigned before the Gentile au-
thorities by hostile Jews (:–; :–; :–; :ff.). For my sake
does not necessarily imply that the charge was explicitly that of fol-
lowing Jesus, but that it resulted from their Christian obedience. The
trial would thus turn out for a testimony (literally; it is the same phrase
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as in :, where see discussion) by confronting the authorities and
the Gentiles in general with the truths they stood for, as Jesus’ own
trial was to confront Pilate with the truth (John :–).

–. The prospect of trial before governors and kings would nat-
urally terrify the humble disciple. But this situation too is covered by
the do not be anxious of :–. In both cases God will provide what
is needed (in this case words, in ch.  material needs, but
the principle is the same); here in addition the Spirit of your Father (a
unique expression in the New Testament) will speak through
them. Elsewhere in Matthew the activity of the Spirit is related to
Jesus himself; but here, where the disciple publicly represents Jesus, the
Spirit is active for him too. Perhaps Joel’s prophecy of Spirit-inspired
speech by God’s people is in mind (Joel :–; cf. Acts :–).

. The words reflect Micah :, which will be more explicitly al-
luded to in vv. –, but the family divisions which in Micah indi-
cated the breakdown of social order here assume a more radical
meaning; this is religious persecution (‘for my name’s sake’, v. )
which extends even to death, and even the closest family ties will give
way to it. Jesus’ thought here extends beyond the immediate Galilean
situation, where martyrdom at the hands of close relatives was not
yet likely, to the passionate and all-consuming opposition which loy-
alty to his cause has evoked through the ages since.

. That this hatred is for my name’s sake (see on v. ) differenti-
ates Jesus’ prediction from the general apocalyptic expectation of so-
cial strife in the last days (see ICC, p. ); it is Jesus’ followers as
such who will meet with general rejection (by all ). To the end is the ad-
verbial phrase eis telos, ‘right through’ (see BAGD, p. a), not a spe-
cific reference to the eschatological consummation. An identical
promise occurs at :, also in a context of persecution and mis-
sion. The nature of that ‘salvation’ promised is not spelt out here,
but it is clearly not escape from persecution; rather it depends on
faithfully holding out through it.

. This verse is a centre of controversy. Any proper exegesis
must take it in its context: the Christian missionary’s response to
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Jewish persecution must be to move on, for there will always be
further scope for the mission to Israel until ‘the Son of man comes’.
The emphasis is therefore on the unlimited scope for the mission to
Israel, in the light of which the Christian must not be cowed into giv-
ing up his mission, nor must he waste time ‘flogging a dead horse’.
The command to move on when opposed reflects that of v.  (and
cf. the principle of :); the book of Acts shows how the applica-
tion of this principle contributed to the rapid spread of the gospel.
The restriction of the mission here to Israel reflects that of :–
(see discussion there).

Does this verse envisage the parousia within the lifetime of Jesus’
hearers (or even, as Schweitzer believed, during the Galilean mis-
sion of the Twelve, a hope whose failure led to Jesus’ own disillu-
sionment)? Two questions are involved: what does it mean to ‘com-
plete the towns of Israel’ (literally), and what is the ‘coming of the
Son of man’?

The towns of Israel is a geographical expression and can hardly mean
‘all Jewish communities’ (including the Diaspora); in this context of
the Galilean mission it apparently means Palestine. But it is not clear
what it means to ‘complete’ these towns: suggestions include the
preaching of the gospel in each town, the conversion of ‘all Israel’
(as in Rom. :), or the exhausting of possible places of refuge
from persecution. The interpretation given above assumes the first
of these.

The Son of man comes is an echo of the language of Daniel :,
which does not speak of the ‘son of man’ coming to earth, but rather
coming to God to receive authority, and Jesus’ frequent uses of such
language show that he applied it to his own future glory in times and
situations varying from his vindication after the resurrection (:;
cf. :, echoing Dan. :) to the final judgment (:; cf. :).
See further, below, on :; :, and the discussion in my JOT,
pp. –, especially p.  section . AB (p. ) sees this saying
as referring to ‘the exaltation of the Messiah in passion-resurrection’,
while others see it as pointing forward to the manifestation of his
authority in the climactic events of AD  ( JOT, p. , with
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references there). Perhaps it is better to think of the fulfilment of
the vision of Daniel :– in the authority of Jesus without ref-
erence to a specific time (Sabourin, BTB , pp. –); at any rate, it
is far from clear that any reference to the parousia is intended. Cer-
tainly the context is not concerned with chronological predictions,
but with the continuation of the mission, and the mention of the
coming vindication of Jesus functions as a spur to their preaching.

(b) Like master, like servant (:–). The principle of vv. –a re-
curs in Luke :; John :; :, in the last case again with ref-
erence to persecution. It is expressed as a general truth, but its ap-
plication to Jesus’ own disciples is obvious. The disciple who has the
privilege of sharing Jesus’ work (see above, pp. , , ) and
representing him (see below, v. ), must also expect to share his un-
popularity. More specifically, they will face the same insults (will they
malign is not in the Greek). Beelzebul will recur in :,  as the name
of the demon to whose power Jesus’ enemies attributed his miracles.
Here it is applied as an insult to Jesus himself (as Jesus himself called
Peter ‘Satan’, :!). It probably derived from the Canaanite god
mentioned in  Kings : in the form Baal-zebub (‘lord of flies’),
whose official title may have been Baal-zebul, ‘Baal the prince’ or pos-
sibly ‘Lord of the height’ or ‘of the dwelling’; but in popular Jewish
usage it had become the name of a senior demon; :ff. shows that
it could be used as a synonym of ‘Satan’. It is thus an insult which
carries a hint of the charge of satanic inspiration brought in : and
:, a charge Christians themselves have not been slow to throw
at other Christians from whom they differ.

(c) Whom to fear (:–). ‘Fear’ is the key word of this section (see
vv. , , ). There are right and wrong fears for the disciple of
Jesus, and true discipleship depends on distinguishing them.

–. The fear very naturally engendered by the sort of condi-
tions described in vv. – could put a stop to the disciples’ mis-
sion. These verses therefore emphasize how essential, and indeed ul-
timately inescapable, is their duty to bear witness to what they have
seen and heard; this duty must override their natural reluctance to
incur men’s hostility. The idea in v. , that everything must come to
light, occurs not only in the parallel passage, Luke :, but in con-
nection with the saying about the lamp under the bushel in Mark
:; Luke :. In each case the context shows that it is a statement
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of the duty of witness rather than a general observation (which
would in any case be hard to justify). Verse  then puts the same
duty into an explicit command: Jesus’ private teaching is to be pub-
licly proclaimed (the flat housetops form a natural platform for a
public announcement). The parallel in Luke : is phrased in terms
of the inevitability of the teaching becoming public; in Matthew this
becomes the disciple’s deliberate intention.

. Two types of fear are here contrasted: fear of men is a self-in-
terested cowardice, but fear of God is a healthy response of awe and
obedience in the face of the Almighty, and one which is positively
commended throughout the Bible. Psyche-, here translated soul, also
means ‘life’. The intention is not to separate man into two parts,
‘body’ and ‘soul’, but to point out that there is more to man than his
animal existence; men may terminate that, but they cannot touch his
real self. But God, who made them, can also destroy both soul and body
in hell (gehenna : see on :). ‘Soul’ and ‘body’ are again not two sep-
arable parts of man; each one alone, and both together, can be used
to indicate the whole person. The emphasis here is on the total and
final destruction in hell, as opposed to the limited nature of merely
physical death. Destroy (apolesai ) carries the connotation of ‘loss’ and
‘ruin’ as well as of literal destruction, so that the expression does not
necessarily, though it may, imply a view of the annihilation of the
impenitent as opposed to eternal punishment. Compared with the
fate which awaits the disobedient and apostate, martyrdom is a far
less fearful prospect.

–. If the argument of v.  against fear of persecution was
a grim one (the alternative is worse!), the following verses present a
more attractive reason. The God who can destroy in hell is also the
God who cares for the sparrow. In his hands there is nothing to fear.
Sparrows (or small birds – the precise species is not important) were
a cheap food for the poor (though also pets for the rich; Catullus,
Carmina ii, iii); they are listed as the cheapest of the birds sold for
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food in a third-century AD decree. Penny here is the as, one-sixteenth
of a denarius (see on :). Yet even their death is not without your
Father ; nothing in God’s world is outside his concern or control.
Yet sparrows, and Christians, do die. This saying does not promise
escape from suffering or even death, but the knowledge that the time
of its coming is in the hands of your Father, whose intimate know-
ledge of and concern for his children is spelt out in vv.  and .

–. The fear of men, which from three different angles has
formed the subject of vv. –,  and –, could cause the dis-
ciple to fail to acknowledge Jesus before men, which is effectively to deny
him. These verses reinforce the warning of v.  that there is a worse
fate than human persecution, that is to be repudiated by Jesus him-
self before the Father. The ‘acknowledgment’, whether of Jesus by
the disciple or vice versa, is one of solidarity – ‘we belong together’.
To be denied is to be excluded from this fellowship. A man’s stand-
ing before God is thus explicitly made to depend on his relationship
to Jesus, and Jesus himself stands in the role of arbiter of a man’s
ultimate destiny. This ‘egocentricity’ is a striking characteristic of
the teaching of Jesus. ‘It is without parallel in the world of Jesus’
(Jeremias, NTT, pp. –). Even more remarkably, the saying is
patterned on  Samuel :, where the one honoured or despised is
God himself (see Gundry, UOT, pp. , ). The Christological
implications of this saying are therefore important. So the disciple
must choose which solidarity he prefers, that with men in this life,
or that with Jesus before my Father who is in heaven. The inevitability of
this choice dominates the rest of the chapter up to v. .

(d) Jesus’ divisive mission (:–). . Anyone who recognized
Jesus’ mission as Messianic might properly think that I have come to bring
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peace on earth, on the basis of Isaiah :–; Zechariah :–; etc. That
was his mission, as Luke : declares, and his disciples’ message, as
v.  has shown. But the peace the Messiah brings is much more than
the absence of fighting, which men dignify with the name of ‘peace’,
it is a restored relationship with God. And in the bringing of such
‘peace’, paradoxically, conflict is inevitable, as not all will accept it.
The sword Jesus brings is not here military conflict, but, as vv. –
show, a sharp social division which even severs the closest family ties.
(For this figurative use of sword, cf. Luke :; : [probably]; the
parallel in Luke [:] has ‘division’ for ‘sword’.) Jewish Messianic
expectation often included a period of conflict before the Messiah’s
triumph, but Jesus speaks here, as in the preceding and following
verses, more of a division in men’s personal response to him. As long
as some men refuse the Lordship of God, to follow the Prince of
peace will always be a way of conflict.

–. These verses paraphrase Micah :, already alluded to in v.
 (see commentary there); but what was in Micah a general predic-
tion of social disruption, and in v.  was applied to religious perse-
cution, is now presented as the direct (and intended) result of Jesus’
own mission. The verb translated set against is more literally ‘separate’:
Jesus does not come to poison family relationships, but rather he
brings a division, regrettable but inevitable, between those who re-
spond to his mission and those who reject it. Christian experience
down the ages confirms that genuine love and obedience to the fifth
commandment do not rule out the possibility of the choice reflected
in v. , and of the consequent division of the family.

(e) The cost of discipleship (:–). Verse  spells out the cost to
the disciple of the division forecast in vv. –, and vv. – go
on to add other aspects of the debit side of discipleship. Those who
followed Jesus did so with their eyes open.

. Because of the division which Jesus provokes within families
(vv. –), true discipleship may bring a conflict of loyalties, and
in that case, following Jesus must take precedence over the natural
love of family (the Greek word is phileo-, natural affection, not
agapao-, the loving commitment which is a Christian characteristic).
The Christian may even have to leave his family (:). The Lucan
parallel (Luke :) calls for ‘hatred’ of the family, but Matthew’s
version correctly interprets this Semitic idiom (cf. Gen. :; Deut.
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:; Mal. :–) as an expression of prior loyalty or of choice
rather than of actual dislike. Jesus calls not for an unloving attitude,
but for a willingness to put him first in the concrete situation where
the calls of Jesus and of family conflict. For the Rabbis too the
claims of the teacher came before those of the father (Mishnah, BM
:). For worthy, see on v. ; ‘not the right sort to be my disciple’.

. Worse still, the disciple will find that in following Jesus he must
take his cross (cf. : for a positive command to do so). After Jesus’
own crucifixion, the meaning would be obvious – the public obloquy
of the walk through Jerusalem to Golgotha, and the painful and un-
just death, if they were not the disciple’s literal fate, vividly illustrated
what he could expect from ‘men’ – like Master, like servant (cf. vv. –
). But could his disciples have understood this during his ministry?
He had not yet taught them about his coming death, but already the
opposition experienced and predicted made it a clear possibility. And
crucifixion itself was not an uncommon sight in Roman Palestine;
‘cross-bearing’ language would have a clear enough meaning, even be-
fore they realized how literally he himself was to exemplify it.

. The paradox of this verse recurs frequently in the Gospels in
slightly varying forms (:; Mark :; Luke :; :; John
:); clearly it was a keynote of Jesus’ call to discipleship. Finds here
corresponds to ‘would save’, ‘seeks to gain’, ‘loves’ in the parallel pas-
sages; for life (psyche-) see on v. . AB (p. ) helpfully translates
‘grasps at self … rejects self ’. True life, real fulfilment, is found nei-
ther by the line of least resistance nor by aggressive self-assertion.
But this is not a general philosophical maxim; it is the loss of life (not
necessarily literally, though it may be) for my sake which achieves the
goal. The disciple puts Jesus before his own natural inclinations and
interests as well as before those of his family. As throughout this pas-
sage, Jesus’ demand centres on loyalty to himself (cf. on vv. –),
in full awareness of the conflict this may entail.

v. The privileged status of the disciple (:–)
The debit side of discipleship has dominated vv. –. But there
is also a credit side, the privilege of being recognized as Jesus’ rep-
resentative.

. To receive (into one’s house, primarily, as in vv. –; but the
acceptance of their teaching is also implied) the disciple who is
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entrusted with the authority to do Jesus’ work (v. , etc.) is to receive
Jesus, for in Jewish thought ‘a man’s agent is like to himself ’ (Mishnah,
Berakoth :; cf. TDNT, I, pp. ff.). Davies (pp. –) sees in this
verse the equivalent concept to Paul’s ‘in Christ’ language; the disciple
is identified with Jesus. But the verse goes further (cf. John :): to
receive Jesus is to receive him who sent me. ‘God himself enters the house
with Jesus’ messengers. What a statement!’ (Jeremias, NTT, p. ).
Thus the reception afforded to Jesus’ disciples becomes the test of a
man’s relationship to God, as will be spelt out more fully in :–.

. Those who pass this test will receive a reward (cf. on :). The
phrase a prophet’s (righteous man’s)reward could mean a reward given by
the prophet, or one equal to that which a prophet receives, or more
probably a reward proportionate to the importance of a prophet. Cf.
the rewards given to those who ‘received prophets’ in  Kings :–
;  Kings :–. The prophet and the righteous man represent God,
as v.  has explained, whether they be those of the Old Testament
period (cf. :) or the Christian prophet and the man who exem-
plifies the righteousness set out by Jesus in :; :–. Here it is
apparently parallel to the ‘you’ of v. , rather than distinguishing
specific classes of men of God. Because he is is literally ‘in the name
of ’, i.e. ‘in his capacity as’.

. To give a cup of cold water was and is an essential act of cour-
tesy and hospitality in the East. It is taken for granted, and deserves
no reward, yet even this act of acceptance will receive one; God’s re-
wards go beyond our deserts (see on :). Again it is not philan-
thropy which is in view, but reception of a disciple because he is a dis-
ciple (again literally ‘in the name of ’). On the little ones see further on
:, ,  (and cf. the ‘least’ of :, ). While they may include
children, as :– makes clear, the term probably designates more
generally God’s special people, i.e. the disciples.

Thus these verses place the disciple in the privileged position of
the one who, representing Jesus, also represents God, and whose re-
ception is therefore the test of a man’s attitude to God himself, lead-
ing to either reward or the loss of it. This is solid comfort for those
who find the world against them because they belong to Jesus.
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vi. Conclusion (:)
The formal conclusion (for which see on :–) again acts as a
transition from the collection of sayings, here specified as instructing
his twelve disciples, to a resumption of the narrative of the itinerant
ministry of teaching and preaching (cf. the formulae of :; :,
the third member in which – healing – is mentioned here in the fol-
lowing verses, :–).

E. Varying response to Jesus’ Messianic activity
(: – :)

‘The deeds of the Christ’ (:), which have been set out in chap-
ters  – , provoked different responses from different groups.
These responses, most of which consist of misunderstanding if not
outright rejection, will be examined in chapters  – , and ex-
plained in the parables of chapter . Further examples of the re-
sponse to Jesus will occur in chapters  – , until the true response
is found in Peter’s confession in :–, which will bring the sec-
ond main part of the Gospel to its climax. This is the thread which
runs through these chapters with their apparently miscellaneous se-
lection of incidents. Through them we are led from a view of Jesus
as others saw him to the true confession of his Messiahship which
eluded most of his contemporaries, conditioned as they were by false
or inadequate ideas of the Messiah.

i. John the Baptist (:–)
The Forerunner, whose proclamation introduced Matthew’s pres-
entation of the Messiah (:–), is now appropriately called as the
first witness to the meaning of his ministry. His response is equivo-
cal, positive but uncertain, and Jesus’ comments on his role go on
to point out the contrast between his preparatory role and the true
time of fulfilment. John remains the one who points forward.

(a) John’s question (:–). –. John’s arrest was mentioned in :;
the full story of his imprisonment will wait until :–. No doubt
he had anxiously followed the career of the one whom he had rec-
ognized as his superior (:–) and had probably already taken to
be the ‘mightier one’ for whose coming he had prepared (:–). The
Christ is Matthew’s description of Jesus, and sums up the impression
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he has aimed to convey in chapters  –  (its use in narrative is very
unusual – : is the only near-parallel in Matthew – and clearly de-
liberate); John, as his question shows, was not yet ready to be so pos-
itive, though he would have liked to be. His hesitation was probably
due (as v.  suggests) to a discrepancy between his expectations for ‘the
coming one’ (i.e. the one he had predicted in :; ‘the coming one’
was not a recognized Messianic title in Judaism) and what he actually
heard about Jesus. The ministry so far recorded does not match up
with the expectations of :–, and the miracles which are its most
obvious feature were not a part of the common Messianic expect-
ation. John may also have found it difficult to accept a Jewish
‘Messiah’ who failed to fast as his own followers did (:ff.), and who
kept the sort of company which a careful Jew would avoid (:ff.).

–. The evidence to which Jesus points is not immediately con-
clusive, as it does not chime in with the popular (and probably
John’s) idea of the Messiah’s work. But his words are an unmistak-
able allusion to passages in Isaiah which describe God’s saving work
(Isa. :–; cf. :), and the mission of his anointed servant (Isa.
:). If these did not form part of the general expectation, and of
John’s, they should have done. In Jesus’ own understanding of his
mission, Isaiah :– looms large (Luke :ff.; and cf. above on
:–). The relief of suffering, literally fulfilled in his healing mir-
acles recorded in chapters  –  (though lame and deaf are not
included there), reaches its climax in good news to the poor, the godly
minority described in the beatitudes of chapter  (see on : for the
concept of the ’ăna-wim, which causes AB to translate poor here as
‘humble’). If this is too gentle a mission for John’s Messianic hopes,
he has missed the biblical pattern on which Jesus’ mission is founded.

. Take offence is the same verb as in :–, ‘be tripped up by’.
Many were ‘put off ’ by Jesus, when his style of ministry failed to tally
with their expectations, and even offended against accepted con-
ventions. ‘Good news to the poor’ was an offence to the establish-
ment, while a mission of the relief of suffering and the restoration
of sinners would be at best irrelevant to those who fought for na-
tional liberation. It took spiritual discernment not to be ‘put off ’ by
Jesus, and such perception was enviable (for blessed, see above, on
:–). While it applies directly to John’s state of uncertainty, this
beatitude is also a key to the theme of this section of the Gospel,
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which will introduce many who found Jesus hard to take.

(b) Jesus’ verdict on John (:–). –. John’s preaching had created a
sensation (see :), and the movement into the wilderness had been a re-
markable phenomenon. Jesus now examines its motives, to show the
real significance of John. The series of three questions and answers
(whose punctuation is not certain, see RSV mg.; but the sense is not af-
fected) suggests motives progressively closer to a true understanding
of John. A reed shaken by the wind might be literal (You did not go just
for the scenery!), but in context is more likely to be a metaphor for a
weak, pliable person; John was not such a person, and the implied an-
swer is ‘Of course not’. It was John’s rugged independence which at-
tracted a following. Nor was he clothed in soft raiment ; far from it, as :
shows. It was as a man conspicuously separate from the establishment
(kings’ houses) that they were attracted to him. (There may be an iron-
ical reference to his present residence in a ‘king’s house’ – as a prisoner
of conscience in Herod’s fortress!) His rough clothing in fact points
to his real role, as a prophet (see on :), and the crowds would gladly
have accepted this description of John. But even that is not enough.

. John is not just a prophet, but the messenger of Malachi :. In
Malachi the wording is ‘before me’, and his role is to prepare for the
coming of God for judgment. Jesus’ application of this text to
John implies that his own (Jesus’) coming, for which John prepares,
is the coming of God himself, an implication which is the more stag-
gering for being so calmly assumed (see further, my JOT, pp. –,
). But the wording is adapted to that of Exodus :, so as to
give a second person in place of the first, which eases the reference
to John as sent by God to precede Jesus. The same combined quota-
tion is used by Mark in his editorial description of John (Mark :–
), and was probably a well-known testimonium in early Christianity.

. John is thus the greatest of prophets, indeed of all men up
to his time – great, that is, in his place in God’s purpose, not
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necessarily in his personal worth. But that purpose was leading to a
new order, the kingdom of heaven (see pp. –), of which John was
only the herald, and which is the fulfilment of all that went before.
To be in that kingdom, even as the least, is to be greater (in the same
sense) than the great man who proclaimed its coming, but remained
as yet outside it. For least, cf. :, with the warning of :– and
:– against worldly calculations of status in the kingdom of
God.

John is thus seen, in his capacity as the forerunner, as standing out-
side the kingdom of heaven. He is the last of the old order, as the
subsequent identification with Elijah (v. ) will make clear. In v. 
his ‘days’ are seen as the time when God’s kingdom begins to be a
reality, but his own place is rather with the Old Testament (v. ). It
was not his privilege to be involved in the ministry of Jesus, with its
new perspective and dynamic. To speak of him as ‘outside the king-
dom of heaven’ in this sense is not of course to pronounce on his
personal salvation (any more than that of any of the Old Testament
saints), but on his place in the development of God’s plan.

Verse  suggests, as v.  will make explicit, that now with the
ministry of Jesus the kingdom of heaven which John proclaimed is
already a reality. The old order has been superseded.

. John’s coming precipitated a new situation, described here in
terms of violence. Men of violence is an unusual word which always con-
veys a bad sense. This makes RSV mg. very unlikely, as it assumes a
good sense for the cognate verb (the similar saying of Luke : has
the same verb in the sense of ‘coming violently’ but with ‘men’, not
‘the kingdom of heaven’, as subject). Here the verb is probably to
be read as passive, not middle: it refers to violence inflicted on the
kingdom of heaven, which Jesus condemns (take by force, harpazo-, nor-
mally means ‘plunder’ or ‘seize’). This violence began with the time
of John’s preaching, because that was when the kingdom of heaven
began to be proclaimed, even if John himself was not ‘in’ it. The say-
ing is thus not concerned with violence in general, but with a spe-
cific violence directed at ‘the kingdom of heaven’. Among many sug-
gested interpretations of this violence, two seem more likely than

 M A T T H E W

. For a different view see Ladd, pp. –.



others. (a) P. W. Barnett argues that Jesus refers to the political ac-
tivists among his (and John’s) followers who tried to divert his mis-
sion into one of national liberation, a movement which reached its
climax after the feeding of the , (see especially John :–, us-
ing the same verb harpazo-). It is not clear, however, why this issue
should be introduced here, unless (and this must be speculation)
John’s followers had moved increasingly in a political direction,
causing Jesus, while endorsing John’s message, to dissociate himself
from his ‘violent’ followers. (b) More commonly Jesus is understood
to refer to the violent opposition encountered by ‘the kingdom of
heaven’, already seen in the arrest and imprisonment of its herald,
and more ominously foreshadowed in the growing official oppos-
ition to Jesus himself. In the context of John’s question from prison
this seems the more relevant sense.

So while John was the last of the old order, his fate was the fore-
taste of the conflicts which are already beginning to affect the new
order. Here again God’s kingdom is clearly seen as already present,
as a force sufficiently dynamic to provoke violent reaction.

. John’s status as the last of the Old Testament prophets is re-
inforced. Until could include or exclude John, but the following verse
will make clear his inclusion among the prophets, just as v. 
showed his exclusion from the subsequent kingdom of heaven. He
belongs to the forward-looking (prophesied) era of the Old Testament.
The prophets are (unusually) mentioned before the law, but the
whole Old Testament is regarded as pointing forward to the king-
dom of heaven. Cf. on :, above.

. Whereas Mark is content to leave the returning Elijah uniden-
tified (:–), Luke records the identification only in a private rev-
elation to John’s father (:), and John portrays the Baptist himself
as rejecting it (:), Matthew here and in :– records an open
declaration that John was Elijah, and suffered the fate of Elijah. The
hope of Elijah’s return to prepare for God’s coming was raised by
Malachi :– (:–, Heb.) and had developed into a popular ex-
pectation by the time of Jesus (see TDNT, II, pp. –). He was
identified with the ‘messenger’ of Malachi : (see on v. , above).
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If John fulfils this role as the herald of God’s coming, he is indeed
‘more than a prophet’. But, despite his outward resemblance to Eli-
jah (see on :), John’s ministry did not in every way correspond to
the popular expectation; his role, like that of the one who came
after him, was discernible only by those willing to accept it.

. This formula is used by Jesus after sayings which require
special insight (see :, ; Mark :; Luke :). It is a call for
more than superficial understanding, an invitation to explore the im-
plications of what has been said.

(c) The response to John and Jesus (:–). –. Unresponsiveness
to the voice of God is the characteristic of this generation (see on
:), and will be its downfall (see especially :–). The accu-
sation in v.  is that which the religious leaders rather than the
crowds levelled against Jesus, and it is they rather than the crowds
of v.  who are pictured in the children’s game of weddings and fu-
nerals. Jesus and John are the ones who piped and wailed, but neither
dance-music nor dirge evoked a response, only a sulky refusal.

–. In their different ways both John and Jesus were strikingly
unconventional. So they attributed John’s dour asceticism and
preaching of judgment to demonic influence, but were no less scan-
dalized by Jesus’ free mingling with the unrespectable (see :–).
They refused to hear God’s voice in either form, the sombre or the
joyful, in judgment or in mercy, if it did not accord with their con-
ventions. There was no pleasing them.

The final sentence puts the religious leaders in their place. Wisdom
is God’s wisdom, almost a periphrasis for God himself. ‘God is his
own interpreter’, and in his superior wisdom both the contrasting ap-
peals of John and Jesus have their appointed place. His wisdom is jus-
tified (vindicated) by the very deeds  which scandalize those who will
not respond (cf. v. ). The proof of the pudding is in the eating.

ii. Towns which rejected Jesus’ appeal (:–)
. The failure of ‘this generation’ to respond to Jesus’ appeal (vv.

–) is matched by the failure of the cities (in fact small lakeside
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towns) to respond to his mighty works. These alone, even without a
verbal message, should have revealed that God was at work (as
Jesus had indicated to John, vv. –), and so should have caused them
to repent, i.e. to turn from their rebellious attitude towards God. Then,
as often in Matthew, marks not so much a chronological link (in Luke
the same passage occurs in a different context, :–) as a logi-
cal one; this is a further example of the rejection of Jesus’ ministry
which is the theme of chapters –. Most of could perhaps mean
‘very many’, but Capernaum is in fact the principal scene of the
Galilean ministry in Matthew (see on :), and therefore had an ex-
ceptional opportunity to repent. For repentance of a whole com-
munity, cf. Jonah ; individuals had responded, but there had been
no general change of attitude.

–. Chorazin and Bethsaida were not specially important towns.
Matthew in fact records no miracles in either (but, for Bethsaida,
cf. Mark :ff.; Luke :ff.), which emphasizes how selective
the Gospel records of Jesus’ ministry are; cf. :; : for
general summaries covering this wider ministry. Tyre and Sidon were
attacked by the Old Testament prophets for their rejection of God
and his will (Isa. ; Ezek.  – ; Amos :–; etc.) and symbol-
ized the arrogance of the pagan world. But the failure of the Galilean
towns to respond to the direct evidence and appeal of Jesus and his
mighty works was worse even than the paganism of Tyre and Sidon.
They had not the excuse of ignorance. Cf. on :, where the day of
judgment has been mentioned in a similar context.

–. Capernaum is denounced in words which echo Isaiah’s
oracle against the king of Babylon (Isa. :–); its arrogant
self-sufficiency, like that of Israel’s great enemy of the past, will lead
to its downfall. And if to be compared with Babylon was not suffi-
ciently offensive to Jewish pride, Jesus puts even Sodom (see on :)
on a level above the people of his own town. Arrogance and im-
morality will be punished, but not so severely as the rejection of God’s
direct appeal. ‘Only the rejection of forgiveness is unforgivable.’
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iii. The true response to Jesus’ appeal (:–)
In contrast with the misunderstanding and rejection which have
dominated this chapter so far, these verses show us who can truly
appreciate Jesus’ mission, and what he offers to them.

–. At that time, like ‘then’ in v. , points to a close connec-
tion with the verses that precede. This is Jesus’ response (declared
is literally ‘answered’) to his rejection especially by the religious
leadership, the wise and understanding, those who, if they had lived up
to their reputation and responsibility, should have been the first to
recognize these things, i.e. the significance of Jesus’ mission. Instead,
it was the babes, the humble, unlearned, simple people, who
understood (cf. :–). Jesus uses children, as elsewhere, as the
paradigm of those whom the world regards as insignificant; but in
this context they also represent those who are free from false
preconceptions and so are open to the new light now being re-
vealed to them. It was such people, rather than the theologians,
who became Jesus’ disciples. But this was not the product of
some natural law; it was the gracious will of the Father, who has
hidden and revealed, and it is this revealing will of God (not just the
incomprehension of the wise) which calls forth Jesus’ formal
thanksgiving, expressing his dependence on and delight in his
Father’s will. For Father as Jesus’ special address to God, see above,
on :. The reversal of the world’s standards expressed here echoes
Isaiah :, ‘the wisdom of their wise men shall perish’, and is
picked up again in  Corinthians :ff. Spiritual understanding
does not depend on human equipment or status. It is the gift of
God, and so is given to those in whom he is well pleased (the verb
in : is from the same root as gracious will here). It depends on the
sovereign purpose of the Lord of heaven and earth, and his choice
falls on those the world would never expect.

. This verse stands out as a more explicit statement of Jesus’ re-
lationship with the Father than any other in the Synoptic Gospels.
It has therefore often been dubbed ‘Johannine’, with the implication
that Jesus himself could not have spoken it. But, as Hill sanely re-
marks, ‘Is it a legitimate canon of criticism that any Synoptic saying
which has a parallel in John must ipso facto be spurious?… Without
such points of departure in the Synoptic tradition it would be an eter-
nal puzzle how Johannine theology could have originated at all!’ (Hill,
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p. ). In particular, the description of Jesus as simply the Son is par-
alleled in :, and the idea of Jesus as Son of God is, of course,
central to this Gospel (:; :; :; : :; :; :–; :;
:; etc.), while the address to God as ‘Abba’, Father, agreed to be
a unique characteristic of Jesus, attests that this relationship was cen-
tral in his own consciousness.

The relationship implied by the ‘Father’ of v.  is here spelt out.
There are no secrets between Father and Son (though see : for
an apparent exception). All things refers here (in the light of vv. –
) to the knowledge they share; in : there will be a similar claim
in respect of authority. The past tense of have been delivered may indi-
cate the Son’s eternal relationship with the Father before his incarnate
life, though this is not explicit here. The rest of the verse is about the
mutual knowledge of Father and Son. ‘Know’ in the Old Testament is
much more than a mental acquaintance; it is an intimate relationship.
The exclusive communion between Father and Son is of the essence
of their relationship. For anyone else to share in this knowledge, how-
ever, is a matter of revelation, and as such is not a natural right, but
a matter of divine choice. Thus God’s sovereign initiative in revela-
tion, set out in vv. –, is applied specifically to our knowledge of
God: it does not come naturally (see  Cor. :– for a spelling out
of this theme). It depends on God’s choice, or, more specifically, the
Son’s choice. Thus Jesus unequivocally describes himself and his will
as the key to men’s approach to the Father; there is no other.

. The last three verses of the chapter contain many echoes of
the invitation of Jesus Ben Sira in the appendix to his wisdom book
(Ecclus. :–; cf. also Ecclus. :–) to men to come and learn
from him and take up wisdom’s yoke, so that they may find rest. No
doubt Jesus and his hearers knew and valued this book, but Jesus’
invitation reveals a higher authority: it is his own yoke that he offers,
and he himself gives the rest which Ben Sira had to win by his
‘little labours’.
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Jesus issues his invitation to all who labour and are heavy laden. The
last word is unusual, and reminds us of :, where the scribes and
Pharisees are accused of making the people carry ‘heavy burdens’
by their legalistic demands. Scribal religion was meant to honour
God, but its effect was to condemn the ordinary Jew to hard labour.
The rest Jesus offers instead is not a release from all obligations; :
shows that his demands are greater. But because of who he is (v. ),
his demands are such that to respond to them is rest (‘relief ’ would
be an equally good translation). As with the beatitudes of :–,
while there is an eschatological aspect to this promise (cf. the ‘rest’
of Heb. :–), to interpret it as wholly eschatological would de-
prive it of its practical value to those who are burdened by legalism.
Even here and now discipleship to Jesus, for all its stern demands,
is rest as compared with all human religion.

–. The yoke was sometimes in the Old Testament a symbol
of oppression (Isa. :; :; Jer.  – ), but was also used in a good
sense of the service of God (Jer. :; Lam. :). Later it came to
be used commonly in Jewish writings for obedience to the law – the
‘yoke of the law’ is one every Jew should be proud to carry. Such
a yoke should not be oppressive, for after all the function of a yoke
(the sort worn by humans) is to make a burden easier to carry. But
through ‘the arbitrary demands of Pharisaic legalism and the un-
certainties of ever-proliferating case law’ (AB, p. ) the law had it-
self become a burden, and a new yoke was needed to lighten the
load. Jesus’ yoke is easy (chre-stos normally means ‘good’, ‘kind’), not
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observation on human relationships – only a father and his son have
true mutual knowledge. Linguistically this is possible, though it may be
questioned whether it would be a true observation. But if so the point
of such an observation in this context could only be to illustrate the
mutual knowledge of Jesus and his Father. The Christological
implications of the saying would be the same, though more
parabolically expressed.

. E.g. Mishnah Aboth :; Berakoth :; see further, M. Maher, NTS 

(/), pp. –.
. On ‘yoke’ in Judaism and in this verse, see especially NIDNTT, III,

pp. –.



because it makes lighter demands, but because it represents enter-
ing into a disciple-relationship (learn from me) with one who is gentle
and lowly in heart (cf.  Cor. : for these as recognized qualities of
Jesus). The words echo the description of God’s servant in Isaiah
:–; :–, and specially the words of Zechariah : which
Matthew will pick up again at :–; it is also the character Jesus ex-
pects, and creates, in his disciples (:ff.) This attractive aspect of
Jesus is a vital counterbalance to the sterner side seen in :–;
:–; etc. To emphasize either to the exclusion of the other is
to miss the real Jesus. You will find rest for your souls is an echo of the
Hebrew text of Jeremiah : (LXX is different), where it is the of-
fer of God to those who follow his way; Jesus now issues the invi-
tation in his own name!

iv. Objections to Jesus’ free attitude to the sabbath (:–)
The unfavourable responses to Jesus’ ministry (see above, intro-
duction to section E, p. ) are now focused in ch.  on the
Pharisees. This follows appropriately after :–, showing the
‘rest’ brought by taking Jesus’ ‘easy yoke’ in contrast with Phari-
saic legalism. The opposition of scribes and Pharisees to Jesus
has already come to light (:, , ), but now their contrasting
approaches to the will of God are more sharply revealed in the
question of the sabbath, which was to the Jews not just a ceremo-
nial regulation, but a witness to God’s creation, a sign of Israel’s
special covenant relationship with God, a gift of God to make
Israel more holy, and a promise of the joys of the world to come.
It was thus, in theory, a blessing not a burden. Pharisaic concern
for the detailed regulation of religious duty was in danger, how-
ever, of putting the rules before the good purpose for which they
were given. The regulation of sabbath activity soon reached the
point where it required considerable erudition to know what was and
was not permissible, and virtually nothing was left to private
judgment. Underlying the conflict in this passage over the inter-
pretation of the sabbath commandment is the more fundamental
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question of who has the authority to interpret it; ethics is focused
in Christology.

–. To pluck heads of grain was not in itself illegal (see Deut. :),
but to do so constituted reaping, one of the  areas of work ex-
plicitly forbidden on the sabbath according to Mishnah Shabbath :.
Jesus nowhere disputes that the disciples’ action was, in Pharisaic
terms, not lawful. It is sometimes suggested that Matthew’s addition
of the fact that they were hungry is intended to legitimate the action,
on the grounds of need. But the only need which could override sab-
bath regulations was danger of death, and there is no suggestion of
that here. The mention of hunger serves rather to prepare for the
mention of David’s action in v. .

–. This, the first of four arguments against the Pharisees’
attitude, refers to the incident in  Samuel :–, which is not
said to have occurred on the sabbath, though later Jewish exegesis
assumed this, as it was on the sabbath that the bread was changed
( Sam. :; cf. Lev. :). This possibility, and the element of
hunger, are not sufficient, however, to make the two actions
significantly parallel; David’s ‘law-breaking’ was of a different
character. Unless the argument is simply that if the law can be
broken once it can be broken again – and few have been satisfied
with such an interpretation! – its force must lie in the persons
concerned. David, it is assumed, could break the law because he
was David, and the implication is that ‘a greater than David is here’
(cf. vv. , ,  for this argument in explicit form). The argument
lacks any cogency unless it is based on the claim to a Messianic
authority at least equal to that of David himself (cf. my JOT,
pp. –).

–. The second argument is more direct, as it concerns an actual
infringement of sabbath law which the Old Testament itself sanc-
tioned. It is usually assumed that the priests’ action in view is the of-
fering of the sabbath sacrifices (Num. :–), and perhaps the
changing of the shewbread (Lev. :). In fact there were other tem-
ple duties which were held to supersede the sabbath regulations (see
Mishnah Erubin :–; Pesahim :–). E. Levine has argued
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that a more clearly parallel action would be the reaping of the of-
fering of the first sheaves, which the Pharisees regarded as required
on the sabbath, while the Sadducees did not allow it (Mishnah Mena-
hoth :, ). Such an appeal to a point of honour for the Pharisees
would certainly be a powerful argumentum ad hominem, but again the
point of the argument is not so much in any precedent for the dis-
ciples’ action as in the question of authority. If the service of the
temple could legitimate sabbath ‘work’, how much more can some-
thing greater than the temple. The something (the Greek is neuter) is not
necessarily to be seen as an impersonal ‘thing’ (e.g. the kingdom of
God) rather than Jesus himself, for in the parallel formulae of :
and  the neuter is used in a comparison of Jesus with a person in
the Old Testament. In Jesus and his ministry a new work of God,
transcending the temple ritual of the Old Testament, has begun. As
the temple has been the focus of God’s presence among his people,
so now it is in Jesus and his new community that God is to be
found. Such typological comparisons are a feature of this chapter,
and are more fully developed in the Letter to the Hebrews. Its im-
plication is not so much the rejection of the temple as its anticipa-
tory role, pointing forward to the greater embodiment of God’s
presence in the Messiah (whose role included the restoration of the
temple: see on :–; :).

. The third argument repeats the appeal to Hosea : already
found in :. Its aim is not, any more than in Hosea, to repudiate
ceremonial observance, but to establish God’s order of priorities.
God cannot be quoted in support of the attitude which condemns
before it understands, which puts demands before consideration.
‘God is no longer primarily understood as the demanding one, but
as the gracious one, the merciful one’ (TIM, p. ). This scriptural ar-
gument in Matthew thus achieves the same effect as the pro-
nouncement ‘The sabbath was made for man, not man for the sab-
bath’ (Mark :), which it replaces. The disciples were guiltless not
in that they had not infringed the scribal regulations, but in that they
did so on their Master’s authority; hence the for which begins the next
verse.
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. The fourth argument draws out the implications of the first and
second: Jesus, as Messiah, has authority over the sabbath. (On ‘Son
of man’ see pp. –). This Christological point is completely lost
in the suggestion sometimes made that Son of man is here a mis-
translation for ‘man’; this would make this verse closer in meaning
to Mark :, but would quite destroy the consistency of the argu-
ment here in Matthew. As Son of man Jesus does not abrogate the
sabbath law, but claims the right to interpret it in a way which ef-
fectively undercuts Pharisaic legalism.

–. The second conflict is located in their synagogue, the use of
their (cf. :; :; :; :; :) serving to highlight the gulf
which was developing between Jesus and the Jewish establishment.
The withered hand was literally ‘dry’, i.e. lifeless, perhaps paralysed;
the man was thus not in imminent danger of death, which alone
justified treatment on the sabbath according to Mishnah Yoma :.
He could as well be healed the next day. He is therefore made into
a test case by the Pharisees, whose question Matthew records as a
direct challenge in general terms (contrast Mark and Luke, where
the issue is not brought into the open until Jesus challenges their
unspoken thoughts). In terms of Pharisaic law, there could be only
one answer.

–. Jesus’ response this time is not to assert his own author-
ity directly, nor to quote an Old Testament example, but to point to
the inconsistency of their own practice. They were strict in pro-
hibiting another man’s healing, but not where their own property was
concerned. The Qumran sect specifically forbade rescuing an animal
from a pit on the sabbath (CD :–), but clearly general prac-
tice at that time was more lenient. Later Rabbis discussed the issue,
some allowing articles to be thrown in the pit to allow the animal to
climb out, others saying it should be fed until it could be lifted out
on a weekday; but the Talmud concludes that the avoidance of
animal suffering should override regulations (Shabbath b). Yet they
could not waive the rules for a man! (Cf. :; : for Jesus’ esti-
mate of the value of men compared with animals.) The concluding
principle, it is lawful to do good on the sabbath, is, says Bonnard (p. ),
‘disturbing, for, if generalized, it would make all organized church
life impossible: there is always some “good” to undertake in pref-
erence to a religious duty’. But if we can avoid such convenient
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generalization, the principle embodies well the message of Hosea
:. It is better to err on the side of ‘goodness’ than on that of heart-
less adherence to regulations.

. The healing is almost incidental to the main point of the story,
but the command to stretch out an unmovable hand neatly illustrates
the faith which was the correlative to Jesus’ healing power.

. A single infringement of scribal regulations was hardly suffi-
cient to warrant Jesus’ liquidation, but these incidents have illustrated
the irreconcilable difference between Jesus’ radical approach to the
question of obedience to God’s will and the rule-bound religion of
the establishment. This first mention of their plans to destroy him
shows the breach is now irreparable.

v. Jesus’ response to opposition (:–)
Matthew’s longest Old Testament quotation is introduced here to
emphasize the contrast between the violent opposition of the
Pharisees and the gentleness of the Lord’s Servant portrayed in
Isaiah . Yet in his lowliness and his concern for the helpless is
manifested the true authority of God’s chosen one, whose ultimate
victory is assured.

–. For Jesus’ ‘tactical withdrawals’, cf. on :. Here the
cause is his awareness of the Pharisees’ plots, which only Matthew
mentions here, perhaps in order to stress Jesus’ mastery of the sit-
uation, despite his non-aggressive attitude (v. ). Verses b– are
a drastic abbreviation of Mark’s summary of Jesus’ healing ministry
(:–), though the substitution of all for Mark’s ‘many’ highlights
Jesus’ power. Jesus’ demand for silence is the cue for the Isaiah quo-
tation, which serves to explain the ‘Messianic secrecy’ (on which see
on :) not as the result of weakness and timidity, but as the delib-
erate and authoritative (ordered is a strong verb of warning or rebuke)
fulfilment of the role of the Servant.

ff. As in :– a summary of Jesus’ healing ministry intro-
duces a formula-quotation drawn from the portrait of God’s Servant
in Isaiah. See on :– for this unusual use of the Servant theme.
But whereas there the fulfilment was seen in the healings themselves,
here it is rather in the character of the healer (meekness, v. ; gen-
tleness, v. ), and in the ultimate goal of his work (‘justice to the
Gentiles’, vv. d, c, ). The text of the quotation differs from
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all known versions, and appears to be an independent translation
from the Hebrew, with the words adapted to emphasize how Jesus’
ministry fulfilled the spirit of the Servant’s mission, which is first out-
lined by these verses in Isaiah :–.

. Jesus is described as God’s servant elsewhere only in Acts
:, ; :, , though the idea of his fulfilment of Isaiah  and
 is common in the New Testament. Matthew’s version of the sec-
ond line, my beloved with whom my soul is well pleased, provides a clear
echo of the voice at Jesus’ baptism (see on :; cf. also :), and
the mention of the bestowal of the Spirit in the next line (cf. :)
reinforces the reminiscence. The mission then inaugurated is now be-
ing fulfilled.

. The verbs in vv. – are mostly negative. It was in what
Jesus did not do that the distinctiveness of his mission was most
clearly seen in contrast with the aggressive Messiah of popular ex-
pectation. The unassertive character of Jesus’ ministry accords with
his description of himself in : as ‘gentle and lowly’. Wrangle is
Matthew’s interpretation of the Hebrew ‘cry out’, a verb often used
of complaining of injustice; Jesus did not ‘shout back’ at the
Pharisees when they plotted against him.

. The weak and vulnerable (the smouldering wick is one in dan-
ger of going out altogether) are the special object of his mission, and
he deals with them with all the gentleness offered to the over-
burdened in :–. Far from letting them be broken and
quenched, he will lead them to victory, for in him they will find justice,
a word whose scope in the Old Testament is wider than mere legal
vindication, denoting rather the setting right of whatever is not as
it should be, ‘the complete establishing of the will of God’ (TIM,
p. ). The paradoxical victory of the meek and gentle Servant is
brought out by Matthew’s paraphrase (which also includes the
thought of Isaiah :a–b, which Matthew omits).

. The LXX wording of Isaiah :c serves to bring out the uni-
versal scope of the Servant’s mission, already indicated in v. . For
Matthew’s emphasis on a gospel for the Gentiles see Davies, pp. ff.

vi. Jesus accused of collusion with the devil, and his response
(12:22–37)
The preceding verses have revealed Jesus as the healer whose
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mission is empowered by God’s Spirit (v. ). This paragraph now
shows how this activity was interpreted by observers at the time, and
draws out the significance of the Spirit’s activity in Jesus’ ministry.
The relationships of this passage to material in Mark and Luke are
complex, and it seems probable that this is a collection of Jesus’ say-
ings brought together because they all relate to exorcism and the
Spirit. As such it forms a deliberate unity, in which it is important to
interpret the parts in relation to the whole. In particular, to take vv.
– out of the context in which Matthew has recorded them is to
invite dangerous misunderstanding.

. The account of the healing and of the response to it (vv. –
) is closely parallel to :–; see notes there, especially on the un-
usual linking of demon-possession with a physical ailment. Here,
unlike :, the cure is described as ‘healing’ not as ‘casting out’, but
it is the latter explanation which forms the basis of the following
dialogue (vv. –), so that while the visible effect was of physical
healing, the underlying cause was clearly understood to be demonic
both by Jesus and by the onlookers.

. Amazed, used only here in Matthew, is a stronger word than
the more conventional term translated ‘marvelled’ in :, and sug-
gests a public reaction to Jesus’ authoritative action strong enough
to require an alternative explanation (found in v. ) from those who
could not accept him as Son of David. While popular thought would
concentrate on the role of the Son of David as Israel’s ideal king and
liberator (see above, pp. –), Matthew also indicates his role as
a healer (see on :). Jesus fulfilled that role, but was conspicuously
not the conquering and ruling Messiah of popular expectation;
hence the crowd’s puzzlement – the question is introduced by me-ti,
which formally suggests the answer ‘No’, but leaves open the pos-
sibility that it may be ‘Yes’ (cf. its use in :, ; John :).

. The reality of Jesus’ power was undeniable, so, as in :, it
is its source that is questioned. The Pharisees’ accusation amounts
to a charge of sorcery, one which continued to be levelled against
Jesus in later Jewish polemic. It was a serious charge, for sorcery was
a capital offence (Mishnah Sanhedrin :). For Beelzebul, see on :,
where the name is applied directly to Jesus himself, no doubt with
the same implication as here. In this context (see vv. –) it is ap-
parently used as a synonym for Satan. In Mark : the charge is that
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it is because Jesus is himself possessed by Beelzebul that he can ex-
orcize by his power; Matthew has retained the charge, but perhaps
felt the explanation too offensive to repeat.

–. The charge was not only offensive, but ridiculous, as
Jesus points out. Assuming that Satan (see on :) and other demons
form a united front against God, the defeat of one demon is a blow
to Satan’s power, and cannot therefore be Satan’s work. As a debat-
ing-point it is effective; but it also reveals Jesus’ vivid awareness of
the reality and the concerted power of the spiritual forces of evil,
of which an individual case of demon-possession is but a small lo-
cal manifestation. There is a kingdom of Satan as well as a kingdom
of God, and this passage reveals the two as locked in mortal con-
flict in the ministry of Jesus. The Pharisees could not have been more
wrong!

. A second debating-point concerns Jewish exorcists (your sons
applies generally to ‘your own people’), of whom we have records,
e.g., in Acts : (cf. Mark :); Josephus, Ant. vii. –; BJ vii.
 (cf. Tobit :, –; :–). The argument assumes that Jew-
ish exorcism was real and effective, and that it was acceptable to the
Pharisees. The next verse will claim a unique significance for Jesus’
exorcisms; they were differently executed, lacking the magical tech-
niques generally used and depending on a simple irresistible au-
thority, and the concentration of such activity in Jesus’ ministry con-
trasts with the relative scarcity of references to exorcism in
non-Christian Jewish literature. But if exorcism as such was ac-
cepted in Jewish society, why should Jesus’ practice of it be suspect?

. The unique character of Jesus’ exorcisms (see on last verse)
is to be attributed to the Spirit of God, rather than to any demonic
spirit. In his work of deliverance, they may see God’s victory over
Satan. The unusual use of kingdom of God (instead of Matthew’s reg-
ular ‘kingdom of heaven’) serves not only to echo ‘Spirit of God’,
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but also to point out the contrast with the ‘kingdom of Satan’ (see
on v. ). Jesus thus claims the arrival in his ministry of that to which
the Old Testament and Judaism had looked forward. It is already
present (ephthasen, ‘has come upon’, is reminiscent of e-ngiken in :;
:; :; see on :), but its character is not that of popular ex-
pectation; it is a spiritual victory, not a national or political one – the
enemy is Satan, not Rome. Ephthasen perhaps therefore suggests an
arrival which catches unawares (cf.  Thess. :). Thus the Pharisees
have failed to recognize the arrival of the new age, which is already
challenging them to decision. Jesus here warns them of the seri-
ousness of the position they are adopting; vv. – will spell out the
consequences.

. Thus Jesus destroys Satan’s kingdom not from within (as the
Pharisees alleged: see vv. –) but by direct assault on the strong
man. The figure may be drawn from Isaiah :–, where the ‘prey’
rescued is God’s people; so the goods here may represent people in
Satan’s power, but more likely they are merely a part of the metaphor
of conquest and plunder. The ‘binding of Satan’ was a feature in Jew-
ish apocalyptic hope (Testament of Levi :; cf.  Enoch :–;
:–) and became also part of Christian eschatology (Rev. :–
). First may refer back to an earlier binding by Jesus (e.g. the defeat
of Satan in :ff.), but more likely is part of the overall metaphor.
Satan is powerless before the victorious incursion of God’s kingdom
in Jesus’ ministry of deliverance.

. In this conflict neutrality is impossible. To be against Jesus (as
the Pharisees were showing themselves to be) is to be on Satan’s side.
Gather and scatter do not represent specific actions (e.g. gathering
God’s people – so Bonnard), but constitute a vivid metaphor to re-
inforce the ‘slogan’ of the first half of the verse. The reversed
form of this slogan in Mark : (though its effect is, in context, less
polemical) equally excludes the middle ground.

–. Matthew has here brought together two related and puz-
zling sayings found in Mark :– and in Luke :, so that the
interpretation of each is governed by the other. The saying in Mark
contrasts blasphemy against the Holy Spirit (which is unforgivable) with
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all other sins and blasphemies (which may be forgiven); that in
Luke specifies the forgivable blasphemy as speaking a word against the
Son of man. Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit (i.e. against the
manifest activity of God, as seen in v. ) is more serious than
other forms of slander and abuse (blasphe-mia is usually speech
against God in the LXX, but in secular Greek it is used also of
slander generally; so also in Rom. :;  Cor. :); it indicates a
deliberate refusal to acknowledge God’s power, a totally perverted
orientation, like that of Isaiah : (‘those who call evil good
and good evil’). This was what the Pharisees were doing in
attributing Jesus’ healings to Satanic power. Is the Son of man then
on a lower level, less than divine, that he can be slandered with
impunity? Rather the incognito character of Jesus’ ministry means
that failure to recognize him for what he was might be excusable (cf.
Acts :); even Peter ‘spoke against’ him (:–) and was
forgiven. The difference is then between failure to recognize the
light and deliberate rejection of it once recognized; cf. Numbers
:– for unforgivable blasphemy in contrast with unwitting sin
in vv. –. At Qumran slander of one’s fellow was forgivable af-
ter penance, but slander against the community brought permanent
expulsion from it (QS :–). But the punishment for
blasphemy against the Holy Spirit is not only on earth, but extends
to the age to come; it indicates a hardening against God which is
deliberate and irreversible.

Early Christian interpretation took the blasphemy against
the Son of man as that of the unbeliever, but blasphemy against the
Holy Spirit as that of the Christian – hence the idea that sin after
baptism is unforgivable. But this is too rigid, and the text makes no
such distinction. The Pharisees, after all, would hardly be regarded
as believers, yet it is their blasphemy against the Spirit which is here
condemned. These verses have been made the ground of much un-
necessary fear for oversensitive Christians whose supposed ‘unfor-
givable sin’ bore no resemblance to the deliberate stance adopted by
these Pharisees; for a striking example see George Borrow, Lavengro,
chapters LXXV–LXXVII. Ultimately only God can know when an
individual’s opposition to his work has reached this stage of
irreversible rejection.

–. These verses use different metaphors to make the same
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point, that what you say and do depends on, and reveals, what you
are. The Pharisees’ abuse of Jesus could not therefore be treated as
a thoughtless passing remark; it revealed their true nature. In terms
of the radical division of v. , it showed them to be against rather
than for. This same radical division, between good and evil, is illus-
trated from the tree and fruit metaphor of :– (see notes there;
make here is not a command to be given literal application, but an
idiomatic way of stating the situation: ‘suppose …’). John the Bap-
tist’s metaphor of the brood of vipers (cf. :, and see on : for
Matthew’s careful linking of Jesus’ preaching with that of John) is
used here to indicate their basically wrong orientation; cf. :–
for the theme that the root of evil words and deeds is in what a man
is in himself. The principle that like produces like underlies this
passage. Its application is not to suggest that no-one can be changed,
but that as long as they remain unchanged at heart, their words and
behaviour will show it.

–. The principle of the previous three verses explains why
your words are a sound basis for judgment: they reveal what you
really are. That is why the harsh judgment of vv. – could be pro-
nounced on the basis of the Pharisees’ verbal abuse; it showed
them to be fundamentally against God’s purpose. Argon (‘careless’)
is literally ‘work-less’ (see e.g. :, ). The word may imply ‘in-
effective’ (cf. the ‘useless’ faith of Jas :), hence ‘a careless word
which, because of its worthlessness, had better been left unspoken’
(BAGD, p. b). It may also imply ‘untrue’; but the point is that
what might appear an idle quip, and therefore quite innocuous,
may, because of what it reveals about the person who says it, be the
basis for a severe condemnation. The reference to v.  is clear, but
the principle applies more widely.
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vii. Jesus’ verdict on ‘this generation’ (:–)
The phrase ‘this generation’ which occurs in vv. , , , and is pre-
pared for by ‘an evil and adulterous generation’ in v. , holds this
section together as a condemnation of the negative attitude of
Jesus’ contemporaries, and especially of their religious leaders, which
the preceding verses have highlighted.

–. This exchange with the Jewish leaders recurs in an ex-
panded form in :–. The sign they require is some authentication
of Jesus’ message and claims which will be more impressive than the
healings and exorcisms they have seen and rejected (see v. ). In :
they require a sign ‘from heaven’, i.e. one which is clearly the work
of God. Cf. Exodus :–; Isaiah :; :– for such signs; simi-
lar signs were required to authenticate some Rabbis according to
Baba Metzia b (R. Eliezer, c. AD ) and Sanhedrin a (R. Jose b.
Kisma, c. AD ). As a teacher (see on :) Jesus might then expect
such a demand. This sceptical search for tangible evidence is rejected
by Jesus, for ‘the demand for a sign spells the end of faith’
(Schweizer). It thus indicates a generation which, instead of being
humbly responsive to God’s call, is evil and adulterous (a regular Old
Testament metaphor for rebellion against God). Jesus’ condemna-
tion of ‘this generation’ is a prominent theme in Matthew; see,
apart from this passage, :–; :; :; :, and especially
:–, which shows that it refers to his contemporaries, not just
Jews or men in general, as those in whom Israel’s age-long rebellion
has culminated, and on whom judgment must therefore fall. In
Mark : the refusal of a sign is unqualified. The exception here,
the sign of the prophet Jonah, is, as v.  will make clear, one reserved for
the future, when Jesus’ ministry is over; until then, there will be no
sign.

. It is commonly asserted that the ‘sign of Jonah’ is Jesus’
preaching. This exegesis can be sustained only by dismissing v.  as
a later interpolation giving a new and incompatible sense to the
phrase. (Against this view see my JOT, pp. –, and against the
probability that the sign consists in preaching, ibid., p. .) Jewish in-
terest in the book of Jonah focused on the fish episode in chapters
 – , not on the preaching to Nineveh in chapters  –  (which will
be taken up in v. ), so the ‘sign of Jonah’ would naturally be in-
terpreted, as this verse demands (cf. Jon. : [:, Heb.] ), in terms
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of Jonah’s deliverance, even where, as in Luke :, the parallel is
not explicitly drawn out. The point is, then, that Jesus, like Jonah,
will undergo an experience which will be a ‘sign’ of his divine com-
mission; the preaching of the early church duly drew this conclusion
from the resurrection (Acts :–; :–; etc.). Three days and three
nights was a Jewish idiom appropriate to a period covering only two
nights (see my JOT, p. , n..). The heart of the earth probably refers
to Sheol, the place of the dead (cf. Jon. :, ‘the belly of Sheol’ –
Jonah was rescued from the prospect of death, Jesus from death it-
self).

–. A separate point, though again involving Jonah, contrasts
the scepticism of Jesus’ hearers with the response of pagans to men
of God in the past. Neither the men of Nineveh nor the queen of the South
(i.e. of Sheba, in South Arabia – see  Kgs :–) might have been
expected to take seriously the words of an Israelite. Because they did,
their response will, by contrast, condemn ‘this (Jewish) generation’. Cf.
the contrasts drawn in :; :–, again in the light of the (day
of ) judgment. The contrast is not simply that the pagans responded
to God’s messenger while ‘this generation’ did not; their offence is
compounded by the fact that they are rejecting something greater than
an Old Testament prophet, wise man, or king. For this repeated
phrase see on v. , where the Old Testament reality transcended was
the temple (and its priesthood); taking the three verses together we
see Jesus as greater than temple (priesthood), prophet and king
(wise man), a comprehensive list of those through whom God’s mes-
sage came in the Old Testament. There is thus a striking note of fi-
nality about the use of this formula; the one in whom all these are
transcended is surely God’s ultimate revelation. It is not that Jesus
was visibly more impressive than the temple, Jonah or Solomon, but
that in his Messianic role he brought the reality to which all pointed
forward.

–. This little parable takes up a number of points from the
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preceding verses: the exorcism scene echoes vv. –, the application
in v.  takes up ‘this generation’ from vv. , –, and the point of
the parable could be summed up in the words of v.  – there is no
room for neutrality. It is shown by the end of v.  to be a parable, not
an objective psychiatric observation. It warns of the danger of half-
hearted repentance: this evil generation might be ‘cleansed’ by Jesus’ min-
istry among them, but a repentance which does not lead to a new
allegiance leaves a void which the devil will exploit; he who is not pos-
itively with Jesus must inevitably end up against him.

The parable gives a vividly humorous account of the experi-
ences and tactics of the expelled unclean spirit, but its point is in the
condition of the house. Verse  is not a statement of the inevitable
outcome of exorcism; there is an implied ‘if ’ – if he finds it empty he
will return; therefore it must not be left empty. The seven other spirits
(seven is the number of perfection!) are needed to help him effect
entry to the inhospitable territory of a clean ‘house’, and to make it
unclean enough to live in again!

viii. Jesus’ true family (:–)
. Matthew does not tell us how Jesus’ family responded to his

teaching (contrast Mark :); but the contrast between their stand-
ing outside and the inner circle of his ‘true’ family suggests their lack
of whole-hearted response.

–. Jesus’ words have been taken to imply a lack of proper re-
spect for his mother; but see his remarks on the subject, :–. The
point here is, as in :–, that there is a tie which is closer even
than that of family.

. The disciples (v. ) who are thus privileged are described as who-
ever does the will of God. The emphasis, as in :–, is not on in-
tellectual assent but on practical obedience; that is the essence of dis-
cipleship, and here, as in :–, it is the test of the reality of a
relationship with Jesus.
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Here then, in contrast with the various wrong responses to Jesus
set out in chapters  – , is the response for which he looked, and
the section closes with Jesus, rejected by most of ‘this generation’,
surrounded by the select group of the true family of his Father in
heaven.

F. Jesus’ teaching in parables (:–)

The word ‘parable’ has not so far occurred in Matthew’s Gospel,
though several short sayings are in effect little parables (e.g. :–;
:–; :–). Now he has brought together eight parables, to-
gether with detailed interpretations of three of them and some
teaching on the purpose of parables, to make up the third of his great
collections of Jesus’ teaching (see pp. –, above). It is a more var-
ied collection than the similar one in Mark , with its parables of
growth, but there is a clear connection both in the thought of the var-
ious sections and in the careful structuring of the chapter.

Chapters  –  have illustrated the growing divisions among
men in their attitude to Jesus, culminating in the sharp contrast be-
tween true disciples and all others in :–. Division, and the
problem of how some could reject Jesus’ message while others re-
sponded, are the underlying themes of this chapter too; the parables
thus provide some explanation of the attitudes revealed in the pre-
ceding narrative.

Division is seen in the structure of the chapter. The parable of
the sower is spoken in public to ‘great crowds’ (vv. –), but its ex-
planation and the teaching about parables are spoken only to the dis-
ciples (vv. –). More parables are then spoken to ‘the crowds’
(v. ), but the crowds are again left behind (v. ), and the second
explanation and further parables are spoken to the disciples in
‘the house’ (which Jesus had left in v. ). The unresponsive crowds
are thus clearly distinguished from the disciples to whom alone
explanation is given, and this distinction is spelt out in vv.
–.

This division and contrast runs also through the contents of
these parables. They are often referred to as ‘parables of the king-
dom’, and indeed all of them are explicitly about ‘the kingdom of
heaven’ (on which see pp. –). But it is men’s response to the
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preaching of God’s kingdom which is their theme, and in this
response there is a division between fruitful soil and unproductive,
good grain and weeds, good fish and bad, while those who find
the treasure and the pearl are remarkable precisely because they
act so differently from other men, and the scribe of v.  is distin-
guished from other householders who can produce only what is old.
The kingdom of heaven, for all its growing power (vv. –),
is a ‘secret’ (v. ), and a secret is a secret only if not everyone
is in the know. That so crucial a revelation is offered to men, and
so powerful an agent is at work, and yet there are some who remain
unresponsive and unaffected – this is the great mystery which
these parables are designed to explain. The parables are grouped
thus:

Introductory parable: the sower (–)
Interlude: the purpose of parables (–)

explanation of the sower (–)
Three parables of growth: weeds (–)

mustard seed (–)
yeast ()

Interlude: the purpose of parables (–)
explanation of the weeds (–)

Three further parables: treasure ()
pearl (–)
net (–)

Concluding parable: the householder (–).

i, and iii.The sower (:‒ and ‒)
The explanation of the parable does not follow immediately after
it, but is preceded by vv. – which explain why an explan-
ation is necessary, and to whom it may appropriately be given. While
this order is clearly logical (and is repeated in the case of the
parable of the weeds, vv. – and –), it will simplify our
study if in each case we deal with parable and explanation to-
gether.

It is often argued that the original intention of the parable was dif-
ferent from that drawn out in vv. –, and that the explanation
therefore does not derive from Jesus but from a later Christian
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reapplication of his story. Parables are, in the nature of the case,
capable of being applied in different ways, but many of the parables
in the Gospels are accompanied by some indication of their purpose,
either in the wording itself or in the way they are introduced, quite
apart from the three in this chapter which have detailed explanations
attached (see P. B. Payne, GP, I, pp. –); and Matthew makes
it quite clear that Jesus did help his disciples to understand his
parables (:–, , ; :ff.).

The authenticity of this particular explanation is defended in de-
tail by P. B. Payne (ibid., pp. –). It can be attributed to Jesus,
of course, only if it is consistent with the apparent meaning of the
parable, and this will be our concern in the following exegesis. We
may note here, however, the carefully demonstrated conclusion of
B. Gerhardsson, that ‘the parable and the interpretation fit each
other as hand fits glove’.

The explanation is sometimes described as ‘allegorizing’. But more
recent scholarship has moved away from Jülicher’s insistence that only
one main point should be sought in each parable, and it is now ac-
cepted that the details may sometimes be intended to be significant.
And if any parable was so intended, surely the sower must be, for its
fourfold structure places the emphasis on the differing fate of
the seed, not merely on a contrast between fruitful and unfruitful.
In drawing out the significance of these deliberately drawn cameos,
vv. – are not searching arbitrarily for allegorical opportun-
ities (such promising material as the sower himself and the harvest
receive no identification), but are echoing the structure of the par-
able itself.

The overall purpose of the parable is best discussed after we have
considered some details.

–. The house (presumably that of :; :, ) serves here and
in v.  to make clear the distinction between the public teaching
which follows and the private explanation and further teaching (see
introduction to this chapter). The impressive scene, with Jesus
seated to teach (see on :–) and the great crowds on the shore
was probably typical of this phase of Jesus’ ministry, and shows
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graphically the authority of Jesus which was recognized by ordinary
Jews outside the disciple group (cf. :–).

–. There is nothing abnormal about the conditions which the
sower encountered (see Jeremias, PJ, pp. –), and all may have oc-
curred within the same field; the apparently high rate of wastage
(though the four types are not said to be equal in quantity!) may how-
ever be deliberately exaggerated to make the point of the parable.
The same may be true of the rates of yield of the successful seed;
the experts differ as to what was a typical yield, depending on the
method of reckoning, but the point of the parable does not lie in
the size of the yield, but in the variety in the fate of the seed. This
is not a general description of Palestinian agriculture, but a story de-
signed to teach a specific lesson.

. See on :. Here, as elsewhere, the formula conveys a chal-
lenge not only to understanding but to life.

. The ‘title’ of the parable can be misleading. The sower himself
is not the focus of attention, nor is he identified in what follows. It
is the seed and the soils which are the subject.

–. There is some awkwardness in the spelling out of the ap-
plication. This arises not from a difference of focus between the
parable and its interpretation, but within the wording of the inter-
pretation itself. The description of the four types focuses, as surely
the parable intended, on their varying receptiveness to what they
hear; all hear the same word. Yet each type is identified as what was sown
in a certain place (i.e. apparently the seed, not the ground which re-
ceived it). This introductory phrase (or conclusion, in the first case)
serves as a short-hand reminder of the appropriate scene in the story,
rather than being logically integrated into the interpretation. But
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this awkwardness does not obscure the application, which in any case
rests on the interaction of the unvarying seed with the various types
of ground.

. For the word of the kingdom, a phrase used only here by Matthew,
see on ‘gospel of the kingdom’ (:). To understand is more than an
intellectual grasp of the message; cf. the contrast in :ff. between
hearing and ‘doing’ the word. The word which is only heard is easy
prey for the evil one. It is a non-starter.

–. But to start is not necessarily to finish. Here the word is
received (not ‘understood’) with joy, but joy without understanding and
commitment cannot last: endures for a while is literally ‘is temporary’.
Tribulation is a general term for suffering which comes from outside;
persecution is deliberately inflicted, and usually implies a religious
motive. Falls away is literally ‘is tripped up’ (cf. :–); it is not a
gradual loss of interest, but a collapse under pressure.

. This time the soil is good, but it is already taken up. The
world (aio-n, the present age, the secular concerns of earth as opposed
to the kingdom of God) offers both cares (cf. :–, where
‘anxious’ is from the same root) and delight (the normal meaning
of this word, apate-, is ‘deceit’; RSV has preferred its later sense of
‘pleasure’, but either sense suggests the seductive effect of wealth,
which offers what it cannot deliver), but both can be equally en-
grossing.

. Now at last hearing is matched by understanding (cf. on v. ).
The fruit is unspecified, but is presumably that practical acceptance
of God’s sovereignty which is the goal of the ‘word of the kingdom’.

In the context of Jesus’ ministry the parable serves to explain why
it is that the ‘good news of the kingdom’ meets with such a varied
response as we have seen in chapters  – , from enthusiastic ac-
ceptance to outright rejection. The fault lies not in the message, but
in those who receive it. Men are both inadequate in themselves to
respond as the ‘word of the kingdom’ requires (trampled and shal-
low soil), and also exposed to competing pressures from outside
(tribulation and persecution, worldly cares and delights, and behind
them all the evil one himself). The wonder is not that some do not
produce fruit, but that any do. But here lies the parable’s encour-
agement both to Jesus’ followers then and to all who since then have
preached this same gospel; not all will respond, but there will be
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some who do, and the harvest will be rich. The theme is thus closely
related to that of the verses which divide the parable from its
explanation, the division between those to whom the ‘mysteries of
the kingdom of heaven’ are revealed and those who can hear the
same message but will never understand it.

Yet the parable is probably more often employed today as a
call to members of the church to examine themselves in their
response to God’s word. And this application, though secondary, is
surely also within the parable’s intention, for the careful spelling
out of the causes of the seed’s failure is surely not mere scenery.
Unreceptiveness, shallowness, preoccupation with the world are
not faults confined only to ‘those outside’, nor does the parable’s
division between fruitful and unfruitful necessarily correspond to the
limits of church membership.

ii. The purpose of parables (:–)
While these verses are formally an interlude between the first par-
able and its explanation, they are crucial to the conception of the
chapter as a whole, as they set out the division between the enlight-
ened disciples and the unresponsive crowd which is the focus both
of the structure of the chapter and of much of its contents.

. This, unlike the preceding parable, is a private conversation;
perhaps Matthew wants us to see it as taking place in the boat away
from the crowd on the shore, but it is the privacy not the place which
matters. The disciples’ question arises not only from the fact that
Jesus has just addressed the crowds in a parable, but also from the
contents of that parable, which shows that Jesus knew that some of
his hearers would be unable to grasp his message; in that case why
use this cryptic form of teaching rather than plain statement? It is
not a question only about the sower, but about the new method of
teaching which it heralds. Verse  will spell out what the rest of
Matthew’s Gospel will reveal, that after this point, while crowds con-
tinue to follow Jesus, he will no longer teach them except in par-
ables. (The only significant exception is ch. , most of which is
hardly ‘teaching’!) From now on open teaching will be given only to
the disciples, and that in increasing measure.

The Greek parabole- is wider than our ‘parable’; in the LXX it trans-
lates ma-ša-l, which includes proverbs, riddles and wise sayings as
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well as parables. Matthew uses it for instance for Jesus’ cryptic say-
ing about defilement (:–, ), and in : (‘lesson’) it indicates
a comparison. Speaking in parables is therefore enigmatic, and requires
careful interpretation.

. To know the truth about the kingdom of heaven is to know secrets.
The Greek myste-rion, used only here in the Gospels, became import-
ant for Paul to indicate that God’s truth comes only by revelation,
not by natural insight. That is the sense here too – only those to
whom it has been given (by God) can understand the nature of God’s
kingdom proclaimed by Jesus, and therefore the facts about its
growth, membership, demands and privileges which these parables
convey. Parables, which to the hostile and the merely curious were
simple stories, would yield their riches only within this context, to
those who know the secrets. Thus there is an inevitable division be-
tween you (the disciples) and them (specified in Mark’s version as
‘those outside’). The carefully antithetical structure of this verse, as
of v.  and of vv.  with , reinforces the division of men into
two groups.

. The laws of capitalist economics (capital breeds income; lack
of capital spells ruin) serve as a ‘parable’ of spiritual enlightenment.
The ‘secrets’ of God’s kingdom can be grasped only by those who
already have the spiritual capacity to receive them, i.e. the disciples
as opposed to ‘those outside’. Thus the division of v.  is here re-
inforced. Logically, that which one has not cannot be taken away, but
the paradox is vivid and effective. It is probably unwise to be too spe-
cific in applying the details of an epigram of this nature which oc-
curs in different contexts (cf. :, and the different position in
Mark  and Luke ), but perhaps the ‘taking away’ refers here to the
ultimate uselessness of a ‘religion’ which is not that of the kingdom
of heaven.

. The latter part of the verse is an allusion to Isaiah :–,
which describes Israel’s failure to respond to the prophet’s message.
Jesus sees himself in a similar prophetic role, meeting a similar un-
responsiveness in those of his hearers who are not disciples, and it
is this situation which makes parables an appropriate method of
teaching. In terms of the division of vv.  and , the same form
of words can reveal ‘secrets’ to ‘those who have’, but convey noth-
ing but riddles or mere everyday stories to those to whom ‘it has not
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been given’. It is the appropriateness of parables to this situation
which is the point of this verse (as of vv. – as a whole); it does
not spell out either their purpose or their result. Thus the common
view that Matthew with his because is deliberately ‘softening’ Mark’s
statement of purpose (‘so that’), making parables a means of over-
coming their unresponsiveness rather than causing it (for which see
Gundry, UOT, pp. –), is beside the point. Verse  alone could
be read in that sense, but in the context of the paragraph as a whole
this is impossible: the division between the disciples’ enlightenment
and the crowd’s dullness is repeatedly affirmed and emphasized as
the essence of the disciple’s privilege, and parables are explained as
appropriate to this situation (on the principle of :?), not as de-
signed to change it. For the verb understand here and in vv.  and ,
see above, on v. : anyone can hear, but only a disciple can understand.

–. The same passage in Isaiah which inspired v.  is now
quoted in full in the LXX version. The arguments often advanced for
these verses being a later addition to the text of Matthew are un-
convincing. It is likely that they are Matthew’s own addition, along
the lines of his formula-quotations (see pp. –), to underline the
allusion in Jesus’ words. The wording of the introductory formula
is not that of the formula-quotations, but it conveys the same idea
of fulfilment. Isaiah :– was not in fact a prediction for the dis-
tant future but rather for Isaiah’s own experience, but this experience
formed a typological pattern which is now fulfilled as Jesus re-enacts
the role of the Old Testament prophet. Perhaps a statement of fact,
with them indeed is fulfilled, is used rather than the usual purpose clause
to show that the spiritual dullness was the situation within which
Jesus taught rather than itself the product of his teaching. It is simi-
larly notable that in v.  the LXX, which is here followed, substitutes
for the Hebrew imperatives (‘make fat’, ‘make heavy’, ‘shut’) a pas-
sive verb (‘has been made fat’) and two active ones (the Greek reads
literally ‘with their ears they have heard heavily and their eyes they
have closed’), thus placing the blame for their unresponsiveness not
on the prophet (here Jesus) but on the people themselves. Thus, as
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we saw in v. , the emphasis is not on either the purpose or the re-
sult of Jesus’ speaking in parables, but rather on the existing situ-
ation within which it took place.

–. Verse  forms a striking counterpart to v. , contrasting
‘you’ with ‘them’. (As in the case of Matthew’s other formula-
quotations, vv. – could be removed without breaking the flow of
thought; they are the Evangelist’s comment.) This beatitude (see on
:– for the term) is recorded in Luke :– after the great
thanksgiving for the special revelation to the disciples (= Matt. :–
). Both contexts stress the same theme of a division between the
enlightened disciple and other men. The disciples are thus privileged
(blessed = to be congratulated; see on :–) above their unbelieving
contemporaries, but v.  adds a further dimension; even the men of
God in the Old Testament period (prophets and righteous men, as op-
posed to those who refused the prophets’ message) did not share the
privilege of seeing what you see. Jesus thus claims again that in his min-
istry the time of fulfilment of the hopes of Israel has come.

The theme of esoteric revelation in vv. – is sometimes dubbed
‘predestinarian’. But the passage describes an existing division (one
which was a constant feature of Jesus’ ministry as this Gospel records
it), and explains why speaking in parables is appropriate in that situ-
ation. It does not discuss how one becomes a disciple, i.e. how one may
move from one side of that division to another. Still less does it say
that such a transfer is impossible – after all, presumably the disciples
were themselves once ‘outside’. What it does make clear is that
natural insight is not enough; spiritual enlightenment is given (v. ).
But how and to whom it is given is not the theme of these verses.

iii. Explanation of the sower (:–)
See above, with i. The sower (:–).

iv. and vi. Three parables of growth; and explanation of the weeds
(:‒ and ‒)
As with the sower, so now we shall deal with the second extended
explanation together with the parable it explains, even though it is
again separated from it in the text by a statement on the purpose of
parables.

(a) The weeds (:–, –). On the question of the authenticity
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of the explanations given in this chapter, see above, on vv. –.
The explanation of the weeds, like that of the sower, takes up the
details of the story in a way which has been dubbed ‘allegorizing’.
Here again, however, it is hard to explain why the parable was told
in this form if it was not intended that these details (as with the
sower, not all details of the story receive an application) should be
noted. The identification of the details in vv. – does not involve
any departure from what is apparently the intended theme of the
parable, and should not therefore be dismissed as illegitimate. If
Jesus did not intend the story to be so understood, what did he in-
tend by it? There is no other obvious answer. It is true that the lat-
ter part of the explanation (vv. –) focuses on the final division
rather than on the call for patience which is prominent in the story,
but it is precisely in the expectation of this ultimate division that the
call for patience is grounded.

The parable is usually understood as depicting the mixed character
of the church, in which true and false believers coexist until the final
judgment. But in Jesus’ own ministry this was not yet an issue, and in
v.  the field is identified as ‘the world’ rather than the church. So the
canvas is broader than the specific issue of church discipline. Jesus an-
nounced God’s kingdom, and this would lead many of his hearers to
expect a cataclysmic disruption of society, an immediate and ab-
solute division between the ‘sons of light’ and the ‘sons of darkness’,
as the men of Qumran put it. Yet things went on apparently as before.
It was to this impatience that the parable was primarily directed.
God’s kingdom does bring division, and that division is final, but while
it is already present in principle, its full outworking is for God to bring
about in the final judgment, not for man to anticipate by human seg-
regation. Of course this has its practical application to the search for
a ‘pure church’ here on earth, but the perspective is wider. It is, as in
the two following parables, that of the contrast between the present
hiddenness of God’s kingdom and its future consummation, when the
‘righteous’, who are now barely distinguishable from the ‘sons of the
evil one’, will ‘shine like the sun’ (v. ).
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This consummation will come at the final judgment, which comes
into focus in vv. –. Here the explanation moves from the sim-
ple identification of details to develop more fully the brief climax
of the parable. It thus brings into focus the fundamental division of
men into two classes which we have seen to be basic to the whole
chapter, and which was implicit in the parable.

. May be compared to (cf. ‘is like’ in vv. , , , ,  and simi-
lar formulae introducing other parables about the kingdom of heaven);
the point of comparison in all these cases is not strictly the noun
which follows but the parable as a whole: it is not the man who sowed
who is compared to the kingdom of heaven, but the situation re-
sulting from his sowing. We might paraphrase, ‘This is what it is like
when God is at work.’

–. The weeds are probably darnel, a poisonous plant related
to wheat and virtually indistinguishable from it until the ears form.
To sow darnel among wheat as an act of revenge was punishable in
Roman law, which suggests that the parable depicts a real-life situ-
ation (NBD, p. ). A light infestation of darnel could be tackled
by careful weeding, but mistakes would easily be made. In the case
of a heavy infestation the stronger roots of the darnel would be tan-
gled with those of the wheat, making selective weeding impossible.

. For the significance of the house, see introductory remarks on
ch. .

–. This detailed ‘lexicon’ to the parable provides a handy
guide to its interpretation without focusing on any one point or
drawing out the overall application. The following verses will expand
the role of the Son of man to be not only the sower, but the chief har-
vester, and owner of the kingdom (cf. :ff., where similarly divine
functions are accorded to the Son of man). For the world, see intro-
duction to this section. For sons of the kingdom, see on :; here it is
not ironical.

. The remaining verses develop the final scene of the story into
a portrayal of the final judgment similar to that of :– (and cf.
:–). It focuses on the close of the age, the ultimate turning-point
when the period of the secret growth of God’s kingdom alongside
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the continued activity of the evil one will be brought to an end, and
the new age which was inaugurated in principle in Jesus’ earthly min-
istry will be gloriously consummated.

. Compare :, where the Son of man sends out his angels (cf.
also :; :) to gather the chosen. The two missions are
necessarily complementary where there is an absolute division into
two classes. Out of his kingdom does not necessarily imply that the
‘sons of the evil one’ were once in it, but that they will have no place
in it when it is fully consummated (cf. :). The kingdom which is
here ascribed to the Son of man (as in :; cf. :) is in v.  ‘the
kingdom of their Father’. These are not two separate kingdoms (one
on earth, the other in heaven, according to some commentators); the
sharing of attributes between God the Father and the Son of man
is typical of the judgment scenes of this Gospel (cf. :–;
:ff.). All causes of sin (literally ‘stumbling-blocks’) and all evil-
doers echoes the Hebrew text of Zephaniah : (see RSV mg. there),
where it describes the objects of God’s eschatological judgment; here
it corresponds to the ‘sons of the evil one’ (v. ). The causes of sin
are not things, but people, as in :, where Peter is described by
the same word (cf. the use of the cognate verb in :).

. The image of the furnace of fire derives from the parable itself
(v.  – the darnel was useful fuel where wood was in short supply);
it is not in its own right a New Testament image for hell (though fire
alone is, of course, often so used). For weep and gnash their teeth, cf.
:.

. The ultimate glory of the ‘sons of the kingdom’ is described
in imagery which reflects Daniel :, and which contrasts strikingly
with their previous ‘hiddenness’ during the period of ‘growing to-
gether’. For he who has ears, let him hear, see on :.

(b) The mustard seed (:–). For is like, here and in v. , see on
:. The point of comparison is not the seed in itself, but what
happens when it is sown. Mustard seed was proverbially minute (cf.
:, and Mishnah Niddah :, etc.), though of course it is not lit-
erally the smallest known seed. The point of the parable lies in the
contrast between this insignificant beginning and the greatest of
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shrubs which results. The expression is literally ‘greater than the
vegetables’ and contrasts the full-grown shrub (it normally grew
to about  metres) with other edible garden produce. It is an exag-
geration to call it a tree, but the language suggests that Jesus was
thinking of the Old Testament use of the tree as an image for a great
empire (see especially Ezek. :; :–; Dan. :–; etc.). From
these passages also comes the picture of the birds … in its branches ;
there the birds represent the nations gathered under the protection
of the empire (Ezek. :; Dan. :–), and it is possible that
Jesus’ words here envisage the coming of the Gentiles into the
kingdom of heaven. But the main point lies simply in the huge ex-
tent of this kingdom which has developed from such unimpressive
beginnings.

(c) The yeast (:). The theme is again of contrast between the tiny
quantity of yeast and the size of its effect. Three measures of meal
would be about  litres, which would make enough bread for a meal
for  people, a remarkable baking for an ordinary woman, but it
makes the point vividly! Leaven (yeast) is usually in the Bible a sym-
bol for the pervasive power of evil, but it is its pervasiveness, not its
metaphorical connections, which is in view here. Hid is not the nat-
ural verb here, and must be designed to emphasize the secret, in-
conspicuous way the kingdom of heaven begins to take effect.

So the three parables of growth all focus on the paradox of in-
significant or hidden beginnings and a triumphant climax. In Jesus’
ministry this was a real issue: for those outside the disciple group it
affected the credibility of an announcement of God’s reign which
had apparently little to show for it; for the disciples there was the nat-
ural impatience to see God’s kingdom in all its glory, and the total
eradication of all that opposed it. To them, and to us today who may
expect God to act dramatically and without delay, Jesus points out
that the full growth (harvest, mustard plant, leavened dough) is as-
sured from the moment the seed is sown, however unpromising its
appearance and whatever opposition it may meet in its development.
The way of God is not that of ostentation but of ultimate success.
Little is great where God is at work.
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v. The purpose of parables (:–)
The theme of vv. – is here briefly resumed in a second interlude
before the second set of three parables (see earlier comments on the
structure of the chapter as a whole). The remaining sections will be
addressed only to the disciples. For the concentration on parables in
public teaching from now on, see on :. This practice, which was
previously explained from Isaiah :–, is now seen as the fulfilment
of Psalm :. The psalm title ascribes it to Asaph, who was regarded
as a prophet ( Chr. :;  Chr. :); but Matthew’s mention of
the prophet reflects his belief that all the Old Testament was
‘prophetic’ (cf. :) and awaited ‘fulfilment’ (cf. :) The psalm
describes only the writer’s own intention, but as in :– and
:ff., Jesus’ role is seen as ‘fulfilling’ that pattern on a typological
principle (see on :–). It is the word parables (Heb. ma-ša-l; see on
:) which makes the connection, but what was hidden (translating
Heb. h.îdôt, ‘riddles’, sayings requiring insight or explanation to be
understood) appropriately sums up Matthew’s earlier explanation of
Jesus’ procedure in telling parables to the crowds but explaining their
significance only to the disciples. See further, on v. .

vi. Explanation of the weeds (:–)
See above, with iv. Three parables of growth (:–).

vii. Three further parables (:–)
The first two of these parables belong closely together, developing
the theme of whole-hearted response with which the parable of
the sower concluded. The third is closely related to the parable
of the weeds, and emphasizes again the division which the preach-
ing of God’s kingdom brings.

(a) The treasure (:). For ‘is like’, here and in vv.  and , see
on v. . Valuables such as coins or jewels were often hidden in a jar
in the earth (cf. :), and discoveries of such treasure trove were
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a favourite theme of popular stories. The man is probably a day-
labourer; on the legal and moral justification of his action towards
his employer see Derrett (pp. –), but that is not the point of the
parable. It lies rather in both the joy which a disciple experiences in
‘finding’ the kingdom of heaven (i.e. in a relationship with Jesus
who brings it), and in his willingness to give up everything else for
this (cf. :–; :–). But it is wrong to describe this ‘giv-
ing up’ as ‘sacrifice’; the man sold from self-interest, in order to buy
something far greater. The disciple’s ‘giving up’ is in the context of
joy !

(b) The pearl (:–). The message is the same. Pearls were highly
valued in the ancient world (see Jeremias, PJ, p.  for the fantas-
tic prices they could fetch). The action of the merchant (a substantial
trader, not a local retailer), while more economically improbable than
that of the finder of the treasure, immediately catches the imagin-
ation. In the face of the ‘wealth that demonetizes all other
currencies’, prudent calculation gives way to extravagant action.

(c) The net (:–). This is the third parable with a formal ex-
planation (vv. –). The fact that most of the explanation is re-
peated verbatim from vv. – (even though the furnace is less
appropriate to the disposal of fish than of darnel) indicates how
closely the parables of the weeds and the net are linked in their
theme. More precisely, the net echoes the last ‘act’ of the parable of
the weeds, the sorting out of good from bad. The net is the large
‘dragnet’ which is drawn between two boats or by ropes from the
shore, collecting all fish and other creatures within the area covered,
which must then be sorted out to remove the bad, i.e. those unsuitable
for eating. The reference, as in the weeds, is not primarily to a
mixed church, but to the division among mankind in general which
the last judgment will bring to light. See further, on vv. –.
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viii. Concluding parable: the householder (:–)
While v.  is not normally listed as one of the parables of this chap-
ter, it resembles them in the formula ‘is like’, the concern with the
kingdom of heaven, and the homely illustration; structurally it
stands in parallel with the introductory parable of the sower.

. In v.  the disciples had asked for explanation. Jesus now
checks that the teaching given specifically to them and not to the
crowds has been effective. It has produced understanding. For this key
word see vv. , , , , , above: it is the special prerogative of
the disciple to whom the mysteries are revealed.

. Therefore ought to refer back to v. ; in that case the parable
of the householder relates to the fact of the disciples’ understand-
ing. This, and the fact that it speaks of every scribe, tells against the
view that it is the Evangelist’s description of his own role. While
grammateus normally denotes a scribe in the technical sense of a pro-
fessional teacher of the Jewish law (:; :; :; etc.), this literal
meaning seems hardly relevant to this context, and it is more likely
that Jesus is designating his disciples (who had no formal training)
as the ‘scribes’ of the kingdom of heaven. The teaching he has given
has trained them. (Mathe-teutheis is from the same root as ‘disciple’, but
in the passive is more naturally translated ‘instructed’ than ‘made a
disciple’.) In comparing them to a householder who brings out of his treas-
ure …, Jesus is not merely describing them, but as usual in parables
is challenging them to fulfil a role: they have received ‘treasure’
through his instruction; now they are to ‘bring it out’ in teaching
others. What is new and what is old as a description of Christian
teaching may include a dig at the Jewish scribes, who could produce
only what was old! It also refers back to v. , where Jesus’ new
teaching is identified as going back to ‘the foundation of the world’.
It is new and revolutionary, but its validity lies in that it is grounded
in God’s eternal truths, now at last brought to light.

. Like the parallel formulae at the end of the other major
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collections of teaching (see on :–), this verse both concludes the
teaching and leads into the following narrative; there is no clear para-
graph break, and the following verses will describe a mixed reaction
to Jesus’ teaching which amply illustrates much of the teaching in the
preceding parables about men’s response to the kingdom of heaven.

G. Varying response to Jesus’ teaching and miracles
(: – :)

In chapters  –  Matthew has presented a collection of incidents
which reveal Jesus’ Messianic activity, and the varying reactions to
it. A further similar collection now follows, closely modelled on Mark
: – :. There is a subtle change of emphasis, in that in place of
a relatively settled ministry in the lakeside towns of Galilee, we find
Jesus more on the move and travelling in more isolated regions. Per-
haps this is more than a change of scene, for the section begins with
the last record of Jesus’ teaching in a synagogue (:), and his re-
jection in Nazareth leads into increasingly hostile responses to his
teaching. The theme of division which ran through the parables of
chapter  is now therefore illustrated by an increasing polarization
in people’s views of Jesus. Throughout the section, from the rejec-
tion at Nazareth and Herod’s wrong identification to Peter’s con-
fession, the central question is, ‘Who is Jesus?’

i. Nazareth rejects Jesus (:–)
. Jesus’s own country, while not named, is clearly here only the vil-

lage of Nazareth, not Galilee as a whole. (The ‘parallel’ passage, Luke
:–, is more explicit.) This is the last recorded visit of Jesus to
a synagogue, which suggests that the pattern of ministry outlined in
:; : will now no longer be possible; this episode shows why.
The people’s astonishment is for the same reason as in : (indeed
every use of ekple-ssomai in the Gospels relates to the effect of Jesus’
teaching and miracles). It is again a question of authority: such wis-
dom and such mighty works require a more than human origin. The
same question has already led to the accusation of demonic power
(:; :), and will arise again in :.

–. It is the very ordinariness of Jesus’ home background that
causes the astonishment (cf. John :). Mark here describes Jesus
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himself as ‘the carpenter’; Matthew perhaps felt this too low a de-
scription for the Messiah, but the carpenter’s son would share his father’s
occupation. The family trade is not mentioned elsewhere in the New
Testament. It was a skilled craft, probably involving a thriving local
construction business; for details see AB, ad loc., where it is better
translated ‘builder’. We know no more details of the family than are
given here. James became a leader in the church (Gal. :; etc.) and
Judas may be the ‘brother of James’ of Jude . No more is heard of
the other brothers and sisters.

. For took offence, see on :. The same word was used in :.
It is the opposite to the positive response of faith. Jesus’ saying has
become proverbial; it is expanded in the Gospel of Thomas , with
the curious and slightly incongruous statement that a doctor does not
cure those who know him. Several similar observations about
philosophers or famous men have been preserved from the ancient
world, on the theme ‘Familiarity breeds contempt’. The prophet of
Jesus’ saying was not a purely hypothetical illustration, for Jesus’ own
role as prophet was already a matter of public discussion (:; cf.
:, ).

. Matthew omits Mark’s statement that Jesus was ‘amazed’ at
their unbelief and ‘could not’ work ‘any’ miracle there. Perhaps he
felt the expressions to be unsuitable for the Son of God, but he is,
as usual, abbreviating Mark’s version throughout, and the connec-
tion between unbelief and the lack of miracles remains. Jesus’ power
is neither magical nor automatic, and the importance of faith in this
connection has already been stressed (cf. :, ; :, , –).

ii. Herod Antipas thinks Jesus is John the Baptist revived
(:–)
The famous story of the death of John, drastically abbreviated
from the version in Mark, finds its place here as a footnote to
Matthew’s account of what Herod Antipas thought of Jesus; the of-
ficial ruler of Galilee thus joins the list of responses to Jesus. Indeed
he even, despite himself, testifies to Jesus’ true significance, as the
one to whom John’s mission pointed forward. At the same time the
fate of the prophet John (v. ) foreshadows what awaits Jesus the
prophet among his own people (:); cf. : for the parallel.

–. At that time is one of Matthew’s connecting phrases (cf.
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:; :) which is not to be pressed chronologically, since vv. ff.
will go on to record Jesus’ action on hearing news of John’s death,
an event which is presupposed in these verses as already in the past.
Herod Antipas is mentioned only here in Matthew, correctly desig-
nated tetrarch (minor local ruler) unlike his father, the ‘king’ of :.
(Antipas petitioned unsuccessfully for the title ‘king’, and popular
usage probably continued to accord him his father’s title, as in
v. ; cf. Mark :.) His execution of John provoked widespread
disapproval (so Josephus, Ant. xviii. –), and v.  indicates that
he himself was not happy about it; hence no doubt his superstitious
belief in John’s ‘resurrection’.

–. Besides unjustly divorcing his first wife (and thus provoking
war with her father, the king of Petra) in order to marry Herodias,
Antipas broke Jewish law by marrying his half-brother’s wife (Lev.
:). John’s protest would therefore represent orthodox Jewish
opinion, and would be damaging to Antipas’ prestige among his Jew-
ish subjects. It was, moreover, perhaps more than a passing remark:
said is in the imperfect tense, which may indicate a continuing ‘cam-
paign’. Josephus’ view that Antipas executed John for ‘sedition’
(Ant. xviii. ) may not therefore be entirely unconnected with the
motive the Gospels record. Philip is so named in Mark, but Josephus
names him as simply ‘Herod’ (Ant. . ), and records that Philip
the tetrarch was married to Salome, Herodias’ daughter (Ant. .
–). For the possibility that Herodias’ husband was also called
(Herod) Philip, see H. W. Hoehner, Herod Antipas (), pp. –
.

. That Antipas wanted to put him to death is confirmed and more
fully explained by Josephus (Ant. xviii. –). Verse  records that
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. One of the more remarkable eccentricities of ‘scholarship’ is the view
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this theory; perhaps Antipas would have been flattered to be taken so
seriously!

. Hoehner’s book provides an exhaustive study of the various problems
in this story, pp. –.



he was nonetheless sorry to do so, perhaps because of the way it was
done, his hand forced by a trick, but also because of the ambivalent
attitude of a man threatened by one whose integrity he must respect;
see more fully Mark :. For John’s popular appeal see :–; :–
. Jesus would also be protected by the same popular reputation
(:, a verse which deliberately echoes this, further underlining the
parallel between John and Jesus).

–. An unedifying story, told with a bald realism which conveys
the atmosphere of a licentious oriental court. For the daughter of
Herodias (Salome), see on vv. –, and further Hoehner, op. cit., pp.
–. Girl (v. ) is a term which can be used of those of mar-
riageable age; she was at least a teenager. John’s execution was against
Jewish law, both in that he had no trial and that he was beheaded.

. The report to Jesus indicates a continuing close link between
the two movements. Matthew thus underlines the relationship set out
in :–, where Jesus’ ministry, for all its contrasts, is seen as the
legitimate sequel to that of John. It is this continuity to which An-
tipas’ bizarre conjecture in v.  has now again borne witness, and
Matthew will continue to make the point as his story goes on.

iii. Jesus feeds a large crowd (:‒)
Attempts to reformulate this story into a naturalistically acceptable
form (e.g. that many members of the crowd produced and shared
their lunch-packs, or that Jesus distributed only minute token frag-
ments of food) clearly do not do justice to the text. Matthew intends
us to see this as a miraculous event, and as one that really happened,
not as a ‘parable’. The fact that all four Evangelists record it (and
Matthew and Mark both record a second such incident) indicates that
it was important to their understanding of Jesus.

But what was its importance? It was a proof of Jesus’ miraculous
power, certainly, but few Gospel miracles are recorded (or were per-
formed) for that purpose only. John in particular, by the discourse
which follows this incident in chapter , indicates that it had sym-
bolic value, and Matthew too indicates (:) that it contained les-
sons for the disciples, and that to interpret it merely at the level of
material provision is to miss the point.

Two Old Testament passages come to mind: the miraculous pro-
vision of bread in a ‘lonely place’ (literally ‘desert’) recalls the manna
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of Exodus , and the details of the story throughout echo Elisha’s
miracle of feeding a hundred men with twenty ‘loaves’ ( Kgs :–
). In both cases a prophet provided literal food, and Jesus the great
prophet does likewise (though on a vastly increased scale in com-
parison with Elisha); Jewish expectation of a return of manna when
the Messiah comes ( Baruch :; cf. Rev. :) suggests it was a
Messianic gesture.

But there is more to this meal than physical sustenance (see on v.
); eating together is a symbol of unity. Instead of being dismissed
and dispersed (v. ), the crowds are welcomed into a new commu-
nity. See on v.  for Jesus’ role as ‘head of the family’. Many regard
this as a foretaste of the ‘Messianic banquet’ (see on :); while a
meal of bread and fish with no wine is hardly a ‘banquet’, it sym-
bolizes the gathering of the people of God which will be consum-
mated then. John clearly saw in this event a eucharistic element, and
while this specific connotation belongs to the period after the Last
Supper, it is not surprising that the incident came to be seen in the
light of the Last Supper, itself a symbol of communion, and a
foretaste of the Messianic banquet (:).

. Chronological sequence is again not exact – Jesus could hardly
withdraw from Nazareth (:–) in a boat ! What is important is the
move to a lonely place as a result of the news of John’s death. For such
‘tactical withdrawals’, see on :. Jesus’ movements recorded for the
remainder of his ‘Galilean’ ministry include a much higher propor-
tion of time spent apart, particularly in areas outside Antipas’
province. Away from the threat of political suppression, and re-
lieved of the pressure of the Galilean crowds, he is thus able to con-
centrate more directly on the private instruction of his disciples. Luke
tells us that the ‘lonely place’ was near Bethsaida, across the lake in
Philip’s tetrarchy, about four miles from Capernaum by land. It was
not ‘desert’ in our sense (see the ‘grass’ in v.  and the nearby villages,
v. ). For the motive of the crowds in following Jesus, see on v. .

. For Jesus’ compassion and its result, see on :. Here Matthew
mentions healing, Mark teaching, and Luke both! Jesus’ ministry was
an integrated whole, in which physical and spiritual need were met
together.

–. The day is now over is literally ‘the hour has already passed
by’, referring to the normal time for the evening meal. To miss one
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day’s meal would not cause great hardship, and Jesus’ determination
to provide a meal is to be accounted for more in terms of its sig-
nificance (see above) than of physical necessity. The command to the
disciples (echoing  Kgs :–) deliberately involves them in the
action (see also their active part in vv. –), so that they will re-
member and learn from it.

–. Bread and fish were basic Galilean rations; it was a very or-
dinary meal. But the command to sit down (anaklinomai, literally ‘re-
cline’), while it may only reflect the effect of being on the ground
rather than at table, may also be a hint of the more formal banquet
at which guests reclined on couches. This is not a casual snack, but
a formal occasion; see above for the possible connotation of the
‘Messianic banquet’. Blessed is the normal giving of thanks before a
meal, the responsibility of the head of the Jewish family. (He ‘blesses’
God for the food, rather than ‘blessing’ the food.) The actions and
words are the same as those in the meal at Emmaus (Luke :), and
no doubt in other meals where Jesus presided over the disciple ‘fam-
ily’. It is striking that the four verbs ‘take’, ‘bless’, ‘break’ and ‘give’ oc-
cur with minor variations not only in all six accounts of the two mir-
aculous feedings and in that of the Emmaus meal, but also in all four
accounts of the Last Supper (including  Cor. :–). It was a daily
Jewish ritual, but in Christian memory it became filled with fuller
meaning, as both these experiences in the ‘lonely place’ and the last
meal in the upper room pointed forward to that great feast at which
Jesus would be host to all his people of every race.

. Baskets were regularly used for carrying food and equipment,
so that their availability among a crowd out for the day is not sur-
prising. There is no reason to see the number twelve as symbolic; that
each of the twelve disciples who ‘served’ could fill his basket with
left-overs merely emphasizes the abundance of the food provided.

. About is literally ‘as if ’; the number is thus impressionistic
rather than exact. Matthew’s mention of the women and children is
perhaps not just pedantry; it may reflect the similar rider added to the
tally of the old people of God in Exodus :. No group is excluded
from Jesus’ new community, whatever the conventions of society.

iv. Jesus walks on the water (:–)
This episode is closely linked with the preceding story of the
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miraculous feeding in Matthew, Mark and John (Luke does not
record it) not only in an unbroken narrative sequence, but also in that
both incidents fulfil the dual role of revealing the supernatural
power of Jesus (so that v.  appropriately summarizes the impact
of the two events together) and of teaching symbolically the nature
and privilege of discipleship. This symbolic aspect is more strongly
emphasized by Matthew’s inclusion (vv. –) of an independent
tradition about Peter’s attempt to copy Jesus’ act, a vivid lesson on
the role of faith in following Jesus. At the same time there are
strong reminiscences of the equally symbolic event of Jesus’ stilling
of the storm (:–). Cf. the transfiguration (:–) for a simi-
larly ‘numinous’ experience which reveals Jesus’ supernatural status.

. Made is literally ‘compelled’, an unusually strong word. John
:– tells us that the popular response to the feeding miracle was
to hail Jesus as ‘the prophet’ and to try to force him into a role of
political leadership. If the disciples shared this dangerous misun-
derstanding (and :– shows that they had failed to see that the
true significance of the miracle was not at the level of material pro-
vision), Jesus needed to despatch them urgently to prevent their be-
ing affected by the popular enthusiasm. The other side would normally
mean the west side of the lake, from which they had come that same
day, and that is where we find them arriving in v. . This is strange,
since the object of the journey seems to have been to escape from
Antipas’ territory (:–); it has therefore been suggested that
what was intended was a move to another part of the eastern shore
(cf. Mark :, ‘to Bethsaida’), but that the wind of v.  forced them
off course and across to the west (McNeile, p. ). John : how-
ever suggests that the intended destination was the western shore.

. Dismissed the crowds sounds more orderly than John’s account
suggests, where a likely reading of : is that Jesus ‘fled’ into the
hills! The situation was serious, and this was a major turning-point
in Jesus’ relation with the Galilean crowds. Hence no doubt the im-
portance of Jesus’ solitary prayer, recorded by Matthew only here
and in Gethsemane. When evening came is literally ‘when it was late’ –
very late, to judge by all that had happened since v. , and by v. .

–. The marginal reading ‘out on the sea’ is literally ‘in the
middle of the sea’; either reading therefore excludes the suggestion
that they were close to the shore, and saw Jesus walking either on the
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shore or in shallow water. What they saw in the pre-dawn dimness
(the fourth watch is  to  a.m.) was a physical ‘impossibility’, and in
such circumstances, after a mind-stretching evening and a gruelling
sleepless night, it is no wonder that they registered a ghost (literally
‘apparition’, used of any unnatural vision, e.g. of a spirit).

. Take heart is, as in :, , an assurance for those who have good
reason for fear: it does not indicate that the crisis is not real, but that
in the presence of Jesus fear can be dismissed. It is I (ego- eimi )
is an expression used by Jesus at other moments of revelation (Mark
:; Luke :; John :; :–), and it may not be fanciful to
see in it an echo of the divine name in Exodus :, here connect-
ing the one who has power over the sea with the God who made it.

–. Matthew elsewhere introduces Peter as the spokesman of
the disciples, or as the typical disciple, in whom we may see ourselves,
and it seems clear that this story is told with the same purpose. It is
an object-lesson about faith. At the same time the episode, reflect-
ing Peter’s own impulsive yet vulnerable personality, rings true as his
actual experience, not merely as a cautionary tale.

Interpreters differ over whether Peter’s proposal is intended as an
object for imitation. If it is, it teaches the disciple to expect to share
his Master’s power, and in obedience to his call (note that Peter will
not try without an explicit ‘command’, vv. –) to do that which
is naturally impossible. This depends on faith, and Peter’s loss of
faith (of little faith is oligopistos, a favourite word of Matthew used else-
where in :; :; :; :, in all of which it denotes rather un-
belief than inadequate belief) consists in allowing the material facts
(the wind ) to weigh more heavily than the power of Jesus. Doubt is
literally ‘be divided in two’; true faith is single-mindedly focused on
Jesus.

Others suggest that far from being, temporarily at least, a hero of
faith, Peter is here revealed as foolhardy and childish, an example of
the wrong approach to discipleship. His desire to imitate Jesus is pre-
sumptuous (cf. on :–, ‘testing God’), and Jesus’ acceptance of his
request is intended to teach him by his mistake. Verse  seems to
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imply, however, that Peter’s fault was in his loss of confidence,
rather than in his initial proposal, so the story should preferably be
read as an example of true faith which did not survive the crisis.

–. For worship, see on :; in this context it is clearly more than
social convention. While Matthew’s readers would have seen in the
phrase Son of God a statement of Jesus’ unique relationship with God
(as no doubt Matthew intended them to), in the original context, as
in the use of the same words in :, it represents more the in-
stinctive reaction to a display of supernatural power (cf. Mark :,
which speaks of their being ‘astounded’, but records no words). As
the disciples groped for adequate words to express their awareness
that Jesus was more than an ordinary man, this phrase came to mind,
perhaps because of its Messianic connotations (see on :; there is
some evidence for the idea of the Messiah as Son of God in first-
century Judaism). The disciples’ reaction here does not upstage
Peter’s deliberately Christological use of the title in :, but pre-
pares the way for it.

v. The popularity of Jesus as a healer (:–)
Gennesaret was a region (not just a town) on the western shore south
of Capernaum. See on v.  for the surprising return to Antipas’ ter-
ritory. It was an area where Jesus was well known, and these
verses show that it was especially as a healer that he was still
welcomed by ordinary people (contrast the official hostility in the
next section). The impression given by these verses (as by :–;
:; :; :; :–) is of a mass healing (all that were sick ;
as many as touched), which contrasts with the very individual charac-
ter of the healings which are specifically recorded elsewhere. The
method, too (to touch the fringe of his garment), sounds impersonal and
almost mechanical in contrast with the personal interest and faith
usually described. But a brief summary cannot go into such detail,
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and the story of the woman healed by just this means in :–
shows that in the individual case it was far from impersonal. What
Matthew emphasizes is Jesus’ healing power, and the widespread
recognition and response it evoked, and the fact that Jesus’ com-
passion extended to the people at large to whom he proclaimed
God’s kingdom.

vi. Dispute with Pharisees and scribes over defilement (:–)
Jesus’ involvement with crowds of common people, and even being
touched by some who would, because of their illness, be ceremo-
nially unclean, forms a fitting introduction to the Gospel’s major
treatment of the question of defilement. The debate arises out of
a specific issue, that of ceremonial washing before meals, but the say-
ings to which it gives rise have a far wider application, going to the
root of the whole issue of the sort of purity God requires. Mark
draws out clearly the effect of Jesus’ teaching on the Old Testament
laws of purity (‘Thus he declared all foods clean’, Mark :).
Matthew, however, is careful to restrict the explicit discussion to the
issue of washing, which was one of later Jewish tradition, not of Old
Testament law. Even on this level Jesus’ teaching is bold and radical,
in deliberate confrontation with the authoritative rulings (halakah)
of scribal law. The issue of the scriptural laws of purity was a more
far-reaching one still, and the continuing debate on this in the apos-
tolic church makes it unlikely that Jesus had made an explicit pro-
nouncement on the subject. Certainly Matthew records none, and
Mark’s enigmatic clause is an editorial comment, grammatically in-
dependent of the saying in which it is set. But if the issue was not
yet directly broached, the principles set out by Jesus’ words in vv. 
and – made the ultimate abandonment of the Old Testament
food-laws by the church inevitable.

. For Pharisees and scribes, see on :. They are not to be identi-
fied, but on an issue such as this their interests would be closely
similar. The wording suggests an official deputation to test Jesus’
conformity to the law, and the addition of from Jerusalem may suggest
concern in the capital, with its stricter legal standards, over an
apparently heterodox movement in Galilee.

. The particular issue they raise was occasioned, Mark tells us, by
what they saw of Jesus’ disciples’ practice. A Rabbi was responsible
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for his disciples’ life as well as their theology, and their practice is cor-
rectly taken to indicate that Jesus had taught them to transgress the
tradition of the elders. This phrase refers to the oral law, a continuing elab-
oration of rules for living based on the Old Testament law but going
far beyond it, which developed eventually into the incredibly detailed
regulations of the Mishnah. For the Pharisees (to which party most
of the scribes belonged) this tradition was an authority alongside the
Old Testament law. The relative weight of these two authorities will
be the focus of the first part of the passage. The Old Testament re-
quired a ritual washing of hands in certain cultic situations (e.g. Exod.
:ff.; Deut. :), but the regular washing before meals described
by Mark :– seems to have been introduced only shortly before the
time of Jesus. It was probably not yet expected of the common
people, but Jesus, as a ‘Rabbi’, should have known better!

. As in :–, Jesus does not deny the charge, but undermines
its significance. They had transgressed the tradition of the elders, but
what was that tradition worth? The actual issue of defilement is not
broached until v. ; before that the question of authority must be
resolved. So this verse sets up a sharp contrast between the com-
mandment and the tradition, and between the two authorities from
which they derived (of God … your). Jesus’ defence takes the form
neither of a rejection of all rules in favour of a free antinomian
position, nor of a rejection of all ‘tradition’ as such (which was
the position of the Sadducees), but of a question of priority. A
tradition which presumes to override the authority of the command-
ment of God deserves no respect.

–. The two commandments, from Exodus : (cf. Deut. :)
and Exodus : (cf. Lev. :) are attributed explicitly to God (Mark
has ‘Moses’) to emphasize the seriousness of Jesus’ counter-charge.
Notice that Jesus’ interpretation of the honour due to parents includes
the financial responsibility of the child. This responsibility was being
evaded with the approval of the scribes by a convenient ‘extension’ of
the Old Testament provisions for oaths. The developed legislation re-
lating to the formula Korban (Mark :, here represented by given to
God ) or Konam fills a whole tractate of the Mishnah (Nedarim). In Jose-
phus it is used both for an oath dedicating a person to God (Ant. iv.
, based on Lev. :–, where the term does not yet occur) and for
a simple oath formula like that criticized in Matthew :– (Apion
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i. ). It has been suggested that it is this latter use which lies behind
Jesus’ charge here: if a man asserted on oath (Korban) that he would
not honour his responsibilities to his parents, he was bound to keep
his oath. But more probably it is the man’s own property which is de-
clared Korban, dedicated to God, and therefore unavailable to his par-
ents. This convenient declaration apparently left the property actually
still at the disposal of the one who made the vow, but deprived his par-
ents of any right to it. Later Rabbinic legislation allowed for such an
oath to be waived in favour of obedience to the fifth commandment
(Mishnah Nedarim :), but clearly it was not always waived in Jesus’
day. Such a pious fraud is in direct conflict with the will of God as ex-
pressed in the fifth commandment. A tradition which thus made void the
word of God had no authority for Jesus.

–. For hypocrites, see on :. The dominant idea here is of the in-
consistency which professes to aim to please God, but in fact op-
poses his will. Isaiah’s words (:) related originally to the people
of his own day, but Jesus sees a correspondence (‘typology’) between
their false religion and that of his own contemporaries which makes
his words in effect a ‘prophecy’ about them too. The LXX form of
the quotation, with the idea of emptiness (in vain) of such a religion,
gives added point to Jesus’ charge, though the Hebrew text is quite
sufficient to make the point that a religion of merely formal worship
and obedience to rules and regulations is useless if their heart is far from
me. The thought is typical of Jesus’ constant opposition to legal-
istic religion, as seen already, e.g. in :–; :–, and brought to
a climax in chapter .

. The people is the same word translated ‘crowd(s)’ in :, , .
There the crowd was given parables without the explanation which
was reserved only for the disciples. Here the people stand midway be-
tween the religious leaders and the disciples, in that they are given
new teaching in opposition to the scribal position, but this teaching
(v. ) remains only a ‘parable’ (see on v. ) which again is explained
specifically to the disciples.

. This epigram, which is the sum of Jesus’ public teaching on
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this issue, states a principle of inward religion which was destined
in time to undercut for the Christian church the whole elaborate sys-
tem of ceremonial purification of the Old Testament and of later
Judaism. It remains sufficiently cryptic not to be perceived imme-
diately in all its radical newness, and to need further explanation for
the disciples. The focus on words is reminiscent of :–; words
which come out of the mouth form an appropriate contrast to defilement
from what goes into the mouth. As in his exposition of Christian
obedience in :–, Jesus goes behind the outward act and the
literal observance of regulations to what ‘proceeds from the heart’
(v. ). His words suggest a view of ‘original sin’, i.e. that sin springs
from what a man is in himself, not from his environment.

–. It is hardly surprising that the Pharisees were offended by a say-
ing which cut at the roots of their understanding of religion. Far
from apologizing, Jesus declares their rejection as leaders of God’s
people. Israel was described as God’s plant in e.g. Isaiah :; :,
and the same metaphor was taken up at Qumran (CD :; QS :;
:), and by the Pharisaic author of Psalms of Solomon :–. The
implication of Jesus’ words is therefore that the Pharisees’ claim to
be God’s true people is false. It echoes the condemnation by John
the Baptist in :, . The true Israel is located elsewhere. Blind guides
neatly reverses the Jewish claim recorded by Paul (Rom. :) to be
‘a guide to the blind’. Their failure to perceive the true nature of
God’s will is disastrous not only to themselves but to those who
follow their teaching and share their approach to religion.

–. The parable is the cryptic saying of v. . Parabole-, used else-
where in Matthew in the more restricted sense of our word ‘parable’,
also covers the meaning of the Hebrew ma-ša-l, a proverb or epigram,
usually one which requires wisdom to understand and apply. As
such, like the parables of ch. , it calls for further explanation for
those who are privileged to belong to Jesus’ ‘inner circle’. The surprise
in Jesus’ reply suggests either that he had already given them teach-
ing on this subject, or, more likely, that the general approach to reli-
gious observance underlying his teaching as a whole should by now
have been plain enough for this saying to cause them no problem.

–. The purely physical effects of whatever goes into the mouth are
earthily indicated (passes on is a euphemism for the literal meaning ‘is
expelled into the latrine’). In contrast the heart is the source of a man’s
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true character, and therefore of his purity or impurity. For the heart,
cf. on :; it is not merely the seat of emotion, but the true person
as he really is, not just as he appears outwardly (cf. the use of the
word in :; :; the heart is what ‘makes a person tick’).

. This unflattering account of some of man’s basic instincts (see
on v.  for comment on ‘original sin’) is partly modelled on the sec-
ond part of the Ten Commandments, but the inclusion of evil
thoughts makes plain again Jesus’ concern with what lies behind the
outward act. Slander is literally ‘blasphemies’ (see on :), so that
perhaps the attitude to God as well as to men is included, thus tak-
ing in the first part of the Ten Commandments; it reinforces the em-
phasis on impurity in words already noted in v.  and expounded
in :–.

. The last clause is not in Mark’s version, and it is sometimes
suggested that by thus deliberately focusing on the issue of wash-
ing before meals (a matter of scribal tradition, not of Old Testament
law) Matthew is avoiding the wider and more radical implications of
Jesus’ teaching in relation to the Old Testament food-laws. His
striking omission in v.  of Mark’s ‘declaring all foods clean’ is taken
to point in the same direction. But Matthew’s careful restriction to
the original issue of v.  may well represent the debate as it took place
in Jesus’ time; the principle for the abandonment of the food-laws
is there, but there is as yet no explicit pronouncement on that sub-
ject. Mark’s clause correctly points out the inevitable outcome of
Jesus’ words, but the issue was still to be raised directly.

vii. A Gentile woman’s faith (:–)
A comparison with Mark :– shows that Matthew has com-
pressed the story of the exorcism to the barest minimum, and at the
same time expanded the dialogue which is for him the important fea-
ture of the story. It remains a miracle-story, but, as in the case of the
centurion’s servant (:–), where also the dialogue takes prece-
dence over the story, the main interest is in the question of Jesus’ re-
sponse to the faith of a Gentile. Indeed the two accounts are closely
parallel in many ways, not only in being the only Synoptic accounts
of healing at a distance, but in the racial issues involved, with Jesus’
apparent reluctance to respond to a Gentile’s request met by the per-
sistent faith which ensures his response in the end. The question
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raised by :– of Jesus’ attitude to Jewish ideas of purity, with all
its crucial implications for the Gentile mission, is here put to the
practical test of a Gentile’s desire to share in the benefits brought by
the Jews’ Messiah.

–. For Jesus’ ‘withdrawals’, see on :. This brief visit to
Gentile territory was not, as v.  makes plain, for the purpose of
evangelism, but rather in the nature of a ‘retreat’ after the pressures
of controversy and popularity. Canaanite is not used elsewhere in
the New Testament, and has a faintly old-fashioned ring, perhaps in-
tended to emphasize that she belonged to the pagan peoples who op-
posed Israel in Old Testament times. Cried is in the imperfect tense,
indicating a constantly repeated appeal (as the disciples’ reaction in
v.  confirms). Lord, as in :, etc., need be no more than a polite
address, here and in vv.  and , but the appeal to Jesus as Son of
David is striking in the mouth of a Gentile. Perhaps she had heard
vaguely of Jewish Messianic speculation about Jesus (cf. on :),
and thought the title would please this Jewish visitor; but the devel-
oping dialogue (esp. v. ) suggests a more sophisticated awareness
of the significance of Jesus’ role as the Jewish Messiah.

. See on : for Jesus’ apparent reluctance to respond to a Gen-
tile request for healing. Here it is more emphatic, as the discourag-
ing silence of this verse is reinforced by the strongly negative state-
ments of vv.  and . The disciples’ request, Send her away, while
clearly motivated by a desire for peace and quiet (cf. :?), need not
imply that they disapprove of her request, but rather that to grant
it will be the easiest way to get rid of her. (The same verb in Luke
: applies to a dismissal with desire satisfied. Cf. Matt. :;
:; Luke :.) If they are thus endorsing her request, Jesus’ em-
phatic statement of his objection in v.  follows more cogently than
if they too opposed her request. There is a principle at stake here
which must be worked out rather than ignored in favour of the line
of least resistance.

. The principle is the same as that of :–, of a mission
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restricted to Israel. There it was an injunction to the disciples; here
it is given as Jesus’ own pattern of working. See on :– for the
relation between this limitation in the period of Jesus’ earthly min-
istry and the subsequent widening of the Christian mission to all na-
tions. The statement here is Jesus’ explanation to the disciples of his
unexpectedly unwelcoming response to a woman in need; she her-
self need not have heard it, as it is only in v.  that she approaches
him closely.

. F. W. Beare describes this as an ‘atrocious saying’, expressing
‘incredible insolence’ and based on ‘the worst kind of chauvinism’.
Dogs was a current Jewish term of abuse for Gentiles, and the sug-
gestion that the Greek term kynaria, a diminutive, is an affectionate
reference to dogs as pets, while it appeals to modern Western sen-
timentality, falls foul of the lack of any such idea in Judaism, or of
a known diminutive form to express it in Aramaic. So Jesus is ex-
pressing the contemptuous Jewish attitude to Gentiles in order to
explain why her request does not fit into his mission to Israel. But
written words cannot convey a twinkle in the eye, and it may be that
Jesus was almost jocularly presenting her with the sort of language
she might expect from a Jew in order to see how she would react.
The point is a serious one, that a mission to Israel must have its
limits, but the tone need not have been a humourless rudeness.

. Yes, Lord is not a meek acceptance of Jesus’ harsh words, but
rather an objection (‘Yes, it is right …’, or ‘Yes, do help me’); yet is
literally ‘for’, and explains why she is not prepared to accept Jesus’
‘It is not fair’. But her argument that dogs do at least get the crumbs,
while it rejects the implied refusal of her request, accepts Jesus’
basic position, that his primary mission is to Israel. But that mission
allows others to share in Israel’s blessings, if only as a secondary
effect. If she is only a ‘dog’, at least let her have the dog’s rations!
The response is surely no less tongue-in-cheek than Jesus’ teasing
challenge.

. No-one else receives from Jesus the accolade Great is your faith!
(though again the centurion is the nearest equivalent, see :). Was
it merely her persistence in expecting a response despite apparent re-
fusal (‘by faith, not by sight’)? Or is there also the idea of her
spiritual perception in recognizing both the primary scope of Jesus’
mission to Israel and also the fact that that was not to be its ultimate
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limit? She thus, like the centurion, foreshadows the time when the
true Israel will transcend the boundaries of culture and nationality.

viii. Healing ministry among the Gentiles (:–)
Jesus’ return to the Sea of Galilee is not to a Jewish area, but round the
north shore to the Gentile area to the east of the lake (reference to
the God of Israel in v.  surely demands a Gentile crowd, and Mark’s
parallel specifies that he came to the Gentile Decapolis, Mark :).
For the mountain, cf. on :, where the same Greek phrase is used. At
this point Mark reports only a single healing, but Matthew follows
up his account of Jesus’ response to one Gentile’s faith by one of
his occasional general summaries of Jesus’ wider healing ministry (cf.
:–; :; etc.), culminating in the Gentile crowd’s astonished
tribute to the power of the God of Israel. It is as if he is anxious that
Jesus’ apparently reluctant response to one Gentile should not be
seen as the whole story. Presumably, however, the principle of :
requires that this healing ministry too must be seen as exceptional;
it may be significant that neither these verses nor the following
story refer to Jesus’ teaching among the Gentiles, only to his meet-
ing physical need. The list of complaints cured echoes Isaiah :–
 (cf. Matt. :); it is the Messianic blessings of Israel in which these
Gentiles are privileged to share.

ix. Second feeding of a crowd (:–)
Both Matthew and Mark record this as a separate event from that of
:–, and :– emphasizes that there were two such incidents.
While the basic shape of the stories is similar, the details differ, both
in all the numbers involved, and in the dialogue leading up to the mir-
acle. Matthew and Mark then want us to understand that two such
miracles occurred. Why should they make a point of this, when so
many other miracles are passed over in general summaries? Perhaps
it is enough that tradition remembered two such events, and that the
fact that such a remarkable miracle, as opposed to the large numbers
of ‘routine’ healings, occurred twice was sufficiently striking to be
worth recording. But the fact that this second feeding follows on from
two accounts of Jesus’ ministry to Gentiles, and apparently involves
the same Gentile crowd who have just ‘glorified the God of Israel’
(v. ), suggests that we have here a deliberate indication that the
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benefits given to Israel by their Messiah were also to be available out-
side the Jewish circle. In that case :– as a whole forms a brief
‘manifesto’ for the extension of the Christian mission to the non-
Jewish world.

For the general characteristics and significance of the narrative,
see on :–.

–. A crowd which stayed with Jesus in the desert (i.e. away from
civilization) for three days must have been remarkably impressed
with his power and ‘charisma’. Did they, like the Jewish crowd of
:–, hope for some dramatic development under this popular
leader? (See on :.) In contrast to the previous occasion, it is
Jesus who here takes the initiative in suggesting to the disciples that
some provision is needed. It is also remarkable that after their pre-
vious experience they still seem to think only in terms of regular
sources of supply (unless their we is emphatic, to indicate their own
helplessness and to leave the way open for Jesus to make provision
again). But perhaps they had taken Jesus’ words in : too literally,
and so neither cared so much, nor expected Jesus to use his Mes-
sianic power, when the crowd was a Gentile one.

–. Significant differences from the previous occasion in-
clude (a) the different numbers of loaves, baskets and people,
though the overall scale of the miracle is still fantastic; (b) the use
of euchariste-sas (having given thanks), which makes the foreshadowing
of the Lord’s Supper even more obvious; and (c) the appropriate use
in this Gentile context of a different word for baskets, these being a
general-purpose flexible basket (used also for lowering Paul from the
wall in Acts :!), whereas the wicker baskets of : were of a type
specially associated with Jews (see BAGD, p. b). For other details
of the wording, see on :–.

. Magadan is unknown (as is the ‘Dalmanutha’ of Mark :), and
that is, no doubt, why some early texts witness to the substitution of
‘Magdala’, presumably the home of Mary the Magdalene. Magdala
was on the west side of the lake, in Jewish territory, as the sequel here
requires. Whether Magadan was an alternative name, or a neigh-
bouring area, or results from a textual error, can only be speculation.

x. Jesus’ repudiation of Pharisees and Sadducees (:‒)
After the brief account of Jesus’ visits to Gentile territory, Matthew
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now returns us to the disputes with the Jewish leaders from which
Jesus ‘withdrew’ in :. The unexpected co-operation of the two
bitterly opposed groups, Pharisees and Sadducees, found together only
here and in : (where see comment), perhaps indicates a prag-
matic ‘unholy alliance’ to deal with a teacher who in different ways
threatened each of them.

–. The immediate demand of the Jewish leaders for a sign from
heaven contrasts sharply with the Gentile crowd’s response to Jesus’
miracles (:). If such signs mean nothing to them, what would
be the point of any more? But in any case, the request was not sin-
cere, but to test him, a trap designed to discredit Jesus if he refused
(as they knew he would, after :ff.). On vv.  and , see comments
on :–, where a similar request is met by the same response,
and the mysterious sign of Jonah, here unexplained, is spelt out in
:–. Verses – are not found in many of the important
early MSS and versions, and are generally agreed to be a later addition
to the text, perhaps inspired by Luke :–, where different
weather signs are used in a similar way. It is interesting that this
dubious text is the only New Testament occurrence of the phrase
signs of the times, often used today in relation to eschatological pre-
dictions, but here referring to discerning the significance of Jesus’
earthly ministry (particularly such ‘signs’ as have just been recorded
in :–).

–. This dialogue is not easy to follow, because in it two sep-
arate themes are interwoven: first, the disciples’ entirely material con-
cern about the shortage of bread (vv. , ), which Jesus dismisses by
reminding them of how much greater shortages have recently been
more than adequately met (vv. –), and secondly, Jesus’ warning
against the ‘leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees’ (v. ), which the
disciples failed to grasp at first because of their concern with actual
bread (vv. –). It is not clear whether Jesus deliberately used their
concern with literal bread to introduce his warning on metaphor-
ical ‘leaven’, or whether the two subjects were quite unconnected,
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and confused only because of the disciples’ preoccupation with their
physical need.

–. For little faith, see on :. It is a favourite term of Matthew,
here substituted for the charge of lack of understanding and hard-
ness of heart in Mark :–. Not only have they failed to grasp
Jesus’ metaphorical teaching because of their preoccupation with
their material problem, but even at the material level they have
failed to learn the lesson of the miracles of feeding (cf. comments
on :). Cf. : for their failure to perceive, to see beneath the sur-
face.

–. What then is the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees, against
which Jesus is warning them? It is specified as their teaching, but this
is puzzling, as the teaching of these two groups was at most points
sharply opposed. Morever in Mark : the reference is to ‘the
leaven of the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod’ – and Herod was
not renowned for his ‘teaching’! Perhaps one point at which the
‘teaching’ of Pharisees and Sadducees (and Herod) might coincide
would be in their view of the proper credentials of the Messiah, and
it was this issue which prompted the dialogue of vv. –. What is at
issue is essentially their attitude of hostility to Jesus’ claims and their
failure to perceive God’s working in his ministry. Leaven is here a sym-
bol of the penetrative power of evil (see above, on :, and cf. 
Cor. :–; Gal. :), and it was the insidious effect of the attitude
revealed in the request for a sign that Jesus warned his disciples
against.

xi. Jesus is the Messiah (:–)
Peter’s confession of Jesus as the Messiah forms the climax to the
long section of the Gospel which began in : with Jesus’ public
teaching in Galilee. Throughout this section the question which
Jesus poses in v.  has been increasingly in view. While Matthew has
made clear in the first part of the Gospel (: – :) his own
conviction that Jesus is the one in whom God’s purposes are ful-
filled, and has recorded the clear declarations of who Jesus is by
God (:), and by the demons (:), he has not so far recorded any
explicit declaration by Jesus of his role as Messiah (though of
course much of the recorded teaching points unmistakably in
that direction). Rather we have seen the frequent amazement of the
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crowd at his authority in word and deed (:–; :–; :, ,
, ; :; :), which has led to speculation whether he is the
son of David (:; the title is also offered to him by suppliants in
:; :), which no doubt gave rise to the authorities’ repeated de-
mand for a sign to authenticate his supposed claims (:; :).
Moreover, John the Baptist has pointed forward to a ‘coming
one’ (:–) and has tentatively identified Jesus in this ‘Messianic’
role (:–), while Herod has confused Jesus’ ministry with that
of John (:–). In this situation it is time for the issue to
be clarified, but it is significant that, in accordance with the prin-
ciple set out in :–, it is to the disciples in private that the
clarification is given, here and in :–. The crowds remain in a
state of uncertainty, and this, as v.  will vividly show, is quite
deliberate.

–. The setting for this private gathering is appropriately in the
district of Caesarea Philippi, a non-Jewish area near the headwaters of
the Jordan, where there was no Galilean crowd in attendance. In
Jesus’ question Matthew has the Son of man where Mark and Luke
have simply ‘I’; this substitution confirms the view set out above
(pp. –) that ‘the Son of man’ was understood to be Jesus’
special way of referring to himself, but not a title with a ready-made
content, thus leaving open the question ‘Who is this Son of man?’
(cf. John :). The reply reveals a growing consensus in inter-
preting Jesus as one of the prophets, for all the individuals mentioned
come into this category. For John the Baptist, see on :– (and for
John’s prophetic role, :–); for the expectation of a return of
Elijah, see on :. Jeremiah was a plausible identification, especially
in that he, like Jesus, was a prophet of judgment, declaring God’s
impending destruction of his own nation, and therefore opposed

and persecuted by its leaders. But if a prophetic role was inadequate
even to understand John the Baptist (:), it falls far short of the
truth about Jesus.

–. The disciples’ awareness has already progressed beyond
that point, despite the rebuke just delivered in :–. Their
experience of Jesus’ authority has led them to a much higher
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assessment of who he is (:; :). Moreover Jesus’ teaching has
been geared towards a fuller revelation to them than that available
to the crowds (:–). Jesus’ second question therefore expects,
and receives, a more adequate response. Simon Peter articulates a con-
viction that was no doubt at least embryonic in all of them. On the
Christ, see pp. –. The title has occurred so far only in Matthew’s
editorial words (:, , , ; :; :), not in reported speech.
In : it indicates the significance behind John’s reference to the
‘coming one’, but this is the first time it has been openly spoken.
The words the Son of the living God are added only in Matthew’s ver-
sion (where they lead on to a long section addressed to Peter, vv. –
, occurring only in Matthew); apparently Matthew wants us to
grasp that Peter’s confession, despite the potentially misleading
nature of Messianic language (see pp. –) and Peter’s own fail-
ure to grasp its practical implications (see vv. –), went beyond
a merely nationalistic fervour to an awareness of Jesus’ special re-
lationship with God. For the title ‘Son of God’, see on : and
:. The adjective living (which has, of course, a good Old Tes-
tament pedigree) may perhaps have been included to contrast the
one true God with the local deities (Caesarea Philippi was a centre
of the worship of Pan).

. Verses –, addressed to Peter, have been regarded as a late
addition designed to support an early claim to the primacy of the
bishop of Rome. Whether or not they give any such support, there
is no textual evidence for their addition to the Gospel after its ori-
ginal composition, and the strongly Semitic character of the language
throughout these verses points to a relatively early origin in a Pales-
tinian environment.

Jesus’ ‘beatitude’ (see on :– for the meaning of blessed ) is pro-
nounced on Peter alone; the other disciples may have shared his in-
sight, but Peter, characteristically, expressed it. Matthew often illus-
trates Peter’s place at the head of the disciple group; cf. : (‘first’);
:ff.; :; :–; :, all peculiar to Matthew. He is the
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spokesman, the pioneer, the natural leader. His God-given grasp of
the truth about Jesus underlines his key position, and thus forms the
basis for the remarkable declarations of vv.  and .

. And I tell you, with the pronouns standing out emphatically
in the Greek, marks out the following words as Jesus’ reciprocal
response to what Peter has just said. Peter has declared Jesus’ true
significance; now Jesus in turn reveals where Peter stands in the
working out of God’s purpose. And as Peter’s confession was en-
capsulated in a title, ‘Messiah’, so Jesus now sums up Peter’s sig-
nificance in a name, Peter. It is not now given for the first time, for
Matthew has used it throughout in preference to ‘Simon’ (which
never occurs without ‘Peter’ until v. ), and Mark : and John
: indicate that it was given at an earlier stage. What Jesus here
reveals is its significance. It was apparently an original choice by
Jesus, for no other use of Petros (or the underlying Aramaic kêpa-’,
‘Cephas’) as a personal name is known before this; now he re-
veals why he chose it. It describes not so much Peter’s character
(he did not prove to be ‘rock-like’ in terms of stability or relia-
bility), but his function, as the foundation-stone of Jesus’ church.
The feminine word for rock, petra, is necessarily changed to the
masculine petros (stone) to give a man’s name, but the word-play
is unmistakable (and in Aramaic would be even more so, as the
same form kêpa-’ would occur in both places). It is only Protestant
overreaction to the Roman Catholic claim (which of course has
no foundation in the text), that what is here said of Peter applies
also to the later bishops of Rome, that has led some to claim that
the ‘rock’ here is not Peter at all but the faith which he has just
confessed. The word-play, and the whole structure of the passage,
demands that this verse is every bit as much Jesus’ declaration
about Peter as v.  was Peter’s declaration about Jesus. Of course
it is on the basis of Peter’s confession that Jesus declares his role
as the church’s foundation, but it is to Peter, not to his confession,
that the rock metaphor is applied. And it is, of course, a matter
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of historic fact that Peter was the acknowledged leader of the
group of disciples, and of the developing church in its early
years. The foundation-stone image is applied in the New Testa-
ment primarily to Christ himself ( Cor. :ff.;  Pet. :–; etc.),
but cf. Ephesians :; Revelation : for the apostles as foun-
dation.

One of the chief objections to the authenticity of this passage is
that talk of ‘building a church’ betrays an ecclesiastical interest
which would be impossible during Jesus’ ministry. But this is to read
all the later connotations of ekkle-sia (‘church’) into a word which in
terms of its Old Testament background (where LXX used it to trans-
late Heb. qa-ha-l, one of the regular terms for the ‘congregation’ or
‘community’ of God’s people) would be completely appropriate to
describe the ‘Messianic community’ of the disciples of Jesus. Indeed,
‘a Messiah without a Messianic Community would have been un-
thinkable to any Jew’ (AB, p. ). The building metaphor is the nat-
ural one to use in connection with the name Petros, and does not de-
mand the idea of a full-blown hierarchical structure. (It may also
reflect the expectation that the Messiah would rebuild the temple, for
which see on :.) The new community of the purified people of
God was at the heart of John the Baptist’s mission, and was the nec-
essary outcome of Jesus’ ministry, with its effect of dividing men ac-
cording to their faith or unbelief (see esp. introduction to ch. ,
above, pp. –). What is striking is not so much the idea of
‘building a community’, but the boldness of Jesus’ description of it
as my community, rather than God’s.

The gates of Hades (RSV mg.) occurs in Isaiah : (representing
Heb. ‘gates of Sheol’); Wisdom : and other Jewish sources,
where it means the same as ‘the gates of death’ (Ps. :; :;
etc.), the place of the dead. To say that the powers of death (so RSV,
correctly) shall not prevail against the community is thus to say that it
will not die, and be shut in by the ‘gates of death’. The words do
not indicate an attack by the ‘powers of evil’, but simply the process
of death. Still less does the text support the picturesque idea of an
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attack on death’s gates by the church. (What could this mean? A sort
of descensus ad inferos by the church?!) So Peter is to be the founda-
tion-stone of Jesus’ new community of the restored people of God,
a community which will last for ever.

. Not only is Peter to have a leading role, but this role involves
a daunting degree of authority (though not an authority which he
alone carries, as may be seen from the repetition of the latter part
of the verse in : with reference to the disciple group as a
whole). The image of keys (plural) perhaps suggests not so much the
porter, who controls admission to the house, as the steward, who
regulates its administration (cf. Isa. :, in conjunction with :).
The issue then is not that of admission to the church (which is not
what the kingdom of heaven means; see pp. –), but an authority de-
rived from a ‘delegation’ of God’s sovereignty. That authority is ex-
ercised in binding and loosing, which were technical terms for the pro-
nouncements of Rabbis on what was or was not permitted (to bind
was to forbid, to loose to permit). This verse therefore probably
refers primarily to a ‘legislative’ authority in the church, though
clearly such decisions must have direct implications as to what may
or may not be forgiven, and this application will be taken up in :.
(It is this latter aspect which is expressed in the apparently similar say-
ing of John :.) An early instance of Peter’s exercise of this au-
thority was when he was chosen to pioneer and authorize the
church’s acceptance of Gentile converts (Acts  – ; cf. Acts :–
). Shall be bound and shall be loosed are literally future perfects (‘shall
have been bound’ and ‘shall have been loosed’), and as the future per-
fect sounds as stilted in Greek as in English, the tense is apparently
deliberate. In that case it is not that heaven will ratify Peter’s inde-
pendent decisions, but that Peter will pass on decisions that have al-
ready been made in heaven.

. For Jesus’ commands to silence, see above on :. Here the
subject is specifically his Messiahship. Verses – will show how
even Peter had not yet grasped the true nature of Jesus’ mission, as
one of rejection and suffering rather than popularity and triumph.
The danger of misunderstanding in a wider circle was much greater
(see on :), and the explicit use of the nationalistically loaded
term Christ (‘Messiah’) could only foster such misguided enthusiasm
and so hinder Jesus’ true mission. Peter’s confession, properly
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understood, was true and God-given, but the title ‘Christ’ alone,
without the interpretation which v.  gives to it, was worse than
inadequate.
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 . PRIVATE MINISTRY IN GALILEE:
PREPARING THE DISCIPLES ( : –  : )

As in :, the formula ‘From that time Jesus began …’ marks a new
phase of ministry. : indicated the character of the first phase as
open preaching and exposure to the Galilean crowds, with an in-
creasing insistence on the question ‘Who is this?’, leading to the
climax of :–. Now both the style and the content of Jesus’
teaching enter a new phase. It is focused on the private instruction
of his disciples, and its content is the true nature of his Messianic
mission as one of suffering and rejection, in which they are to
follow him. See above, p. , on the structure of the Gospel.

A. Teaching on Jesus’ mission (: – :)

i. First announcement of Jesus’ suffering and death (:–)
From the literary point of view : marks a new beginning, and
Jesus’ teaching now enters a decisively new phase, but these verses
continue directly from vv. –, and can be understood only against
that background. The Messiahship Peter has triumphantly declared



is to be very different in character from what he imagined. Peter re-
mains at the centre of attention, in his failure to understand Jesus’
mission as much as in his readiness to proclaim it. Here too he is typ-
ical of the disciple group, for whom he is no doubt still the
spokesman. We see now why the confession which Jesus welcomed
in :– had to be followed by a command to ‘tell no one’. If the
disciples had so little idea of his mission as ‘Christ’, what would the
crowds have made of it? Peter’s ‘gaffe’ vividly illustrates how radi-
cally new and difficult to grasp Jesus’ idea of the role of the Mes-
siah must have been for any Jew, however favourably disposed.

. For Jesus some of the oldest MSS read ‘Jesus Christ’, a title un-
usual in Matthew (only :, ; cf. :; :,  for ‘Jesus who is
called Christ’) but which may well be the true reading here, where it
takes up the title from Peter’s confession in v.  and (perhaps with
a touch of irony?) fills it out with a meaning Peter cannot accept. The
reason why these things must happen is not spelt out here, but from
Jesus’ teaching elsewhere it is clear that the pattern he here sets out
is that which he saw laid down for his mission in the Old Testament
(see my JOT, pp. –, –). The elders and chief priests and scribes
were the three groups who together made up the Sanhedrin, Israel’s
highest court; Jesus is to be officially executed. The estrangement be-
tween Jesus and the official Jewish leadership is thus already irrev-
ocable. The prediction that he must be raised (note the passive verb
– Jesus’ resurrection is almost always in the New Testament de-
scribed as what God did for him, rather than what he himself
achieved) does not directly arise from any one Old Testament pre-
diction, though the theme of God’s vindication of his suffering ser-
vant may be a part of the background (see e.g. Isa. :–; :–
; cf. Pss. :–; :–, ). On the third day (which is
idiomatically equivalent to Mark’s ‘after three days’ – neither phrase
is as much concerned with precise timing as with the shortness of
the interval) is often seen as derived from Hosea :–, where the
‘resurrection’ in view is that of Israel’s national life. This may well
be so (see my JOT, pp. –), but if so the reason is not that Jesus
spoke only of a metaphorical resurrection of Israel, which his dis-
ciples later interpreted in the light of the Easter event as a predic-
tion of his own resurrection (so e.g. Lindars, pp. –), but rather
that here, as in :–, Jesus saw his mission as the ‘fulfilment’ of
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Israel’s hopes and destiny, and so understood this Israel-text as a
pointer to his personal destiny. (Cf. his similar typological use of Jon.
: in :, and comments there.) It is Jesus’ own fate, not Israel’s
future, which is the subject of this announcement.

–. Rebuke (epitimao-, the same verb as some MSS have in v. )
does not necessarily convey a note of censure, so much as of stern
warning, ‘to give someone a talking to’. Peter is horrified both by the
unorthodox character of Jesus’ notion of Messiahship and by its un-
acceptable implications for the fate of his master (and his own?). God
forbid represents a Greek idiomatic expression probably meaning
‘May God be gracious to you’, i.e. spare you this fate. Peter cannot
grasp that such a ‘disaster’ could be God’s purpose. Jesus turned to
face not only Peter but the other disciples behind him (see Mark
:), as they too needed to learn from Peter’s mistake. His rebuke
contrasts strikingly with the blessing pronounced in vv. –: as
Peter’s former pronouncement was inspired by God, this one was
from Satan, to the extent that Peter himself is cast in Satan’s role as
the tempter (cf. :); and as Peter was there declared a rock to build
on, now he is a rock to stumble over (hindrance is the word for a
‘stumbling-block’ – see on :, and on the cognate verb used in
:–; :; for similar rock-imagery applied to Christ as both
foundation and stumbling-block, cf. Rom. :;  Pet. :–). On the
side of is an odd paraphrase of a verb which means simply ‘think’;
Peter’s attitude of mind is human, not divine. If his confession in v.
 was inspired by God, his subsequent words reveal an interpret-
ation of that confession in terms of natural human considerations.

ii. Discipleship will also involve suffering (:–)
If discipleship means identification with the Master, they must ex-
pect to share the fate he has just outlined for himself. The point is
made by an expanded version of the saying already recorded in the
charge to the disciples in :–, together with a reminder that the
ultimate stakes are high.

–. See on :– for much of the detail of these verses. If
‘cross-bearing’ was a vivid metaphor there, after v.  it has here be-
come a painfully real possibility. The ‘loss of life’ may therefore be
as literal for the disciple as it will be for his master. Of course a more
general application to the radical demands of discipleship, as set out
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above on :–, is also appropriate here too, but in the context
of ch.  the literal application of Jesus’ words is now brought into
focus. In such a context deny himself must not be trivialized into a call
for a mild asceticism; it means to renounce his right to life. This sort
of discipleship is not the result of an easy compliance, but of a de-
liberate and irrevocable decision: would in v.  is a verb of choice –
‘has resolved to’. In vv. – the ambiguity of psyche- (‘soul/life’) is
exploited as in :; whatever the gain (including the saving of your
physical life), if the price is your life (your true self, seen sub specie
aeternitatis), it is too high. These verses then call for a true sense of
values, and remind the disciple that he is faced with a fundamental
choice of where his true allegiance is to lie, with God or the world
(cf. on :).

. The seriousness of the choice is indicated by the coming judg-
ment by the Son of man (cf. on :). In the Old Testament judgment
is God’s prerogative, and the words from Psalm : (cf. Prov.
:) which form the second part of this verse are words about
God. Taken together with the ascription of a kingdom to the Son of
man in the next verse, this is a quite remarkable assumption of a di-
vine role for Jesus in his future glory. His coming will be in the glory
of his Father, in the sense that he shares that glory and authority. It
is in the light of this ultimate authority that the disciple’s allegiance
must be decided.

. Verse  referred to Jesus’ future ‘coming’ as judge; this verse
specifies, with all the solemn assurance of Jesus’ Truly, I say to you (see
on :), that that ‘coming’ (as king, hence his authority to judge) will
be witnessed by some of his audience before they die. This raises the
same problem as in :, of an apparent prediction of the parou-
sia within the first century. See the discussion at :, to which it
may be added that here the ‘coming’ is more specifically one of judg-
ment and kingly authority. Another distinctive feature of this saying
is that it immediately precedes the account of Jesus’ transfiguration,
which has led some to conclude that that event, with its ‘proleptic
vision’ of Jesus’ glory, was the specific ‘seeing’ here predicted. (Does
 Pet. :– suggest this identification?) But the transfiguration
hardly amounts to a fulfilment of the Son of man’s ‘coming with his
angels to repay every man’ (v. ), even though it may be a foretaste
of such a coming. It is better not to look for a specific event, but to
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see the fulfilment of this prediction, with its unmistakable echo of
Daniel :–, in the authority of the risen Jesus which will be pro-
claimed (again in terms drawn from Dan. :) in :. There is no
more reason here than in : to interpret the ‘coming’ as a com-
ing to earth ; as in Daniel :– it is a coming to God to receive his
kingdom. It will be ‘seen’ not so much in a single event as in the per-
ception that Jesus, risen and vindicated at God’s right hand, is now
in the position of supreme authority, an authority which will reach
its culmination when Jesus, the Son of man, is revealed as judge in the
final assize (see further, on :ff.).

iii. A vision of Jesus’ glory (:–)
The ‘transfiguration’ is closely linked in all three Synoptic Gospels
with Peter’s confession and the subsequent first teaching of Jesus’
role of suffering and death. The sequence is instructive: the euphoria
suggested by the acknowledgment of Jesus as Messiah has been shat-
tered by the revelation of what that Messiahship will involve, both
for Jesus and for his followers; but now this apparent failure at the
human level is balanced by a revelation of the supernatural reality
which lies behind it. The one who is to suffer is God’s chosen Mes-
siah, his Son, whose true nature is revealed in divine glory. So the
theologia crucis and the theologia gloriae are boldly brought together; nei-
ther is complete without the other.

The disciples’ experience is described in v.  as a vision, horama, a
noun used elsewhere in the New Testament (all in Acts) only for ap-
parently ‘inward’ experiences. It is probably not useful to enquire
how ‘physical’ the experience was; at least it impressed Peter as suf-
ficiently real to require the erection of booths! But the whole scene
is clearly ‘numinous’ – light, brilliance, the cloud (see on v. ), a voice
from heaven, the disciples’ fear, and the appearance and sudden dis-
appearance of men of long ago. Nothing like it occurs elsewhere in
the Gospels (not even in the post-resurrection appearances of Jesus);
it is a brief glimpse behind the scenes.

A subsidiary theme is that of the revelation of Jesus as the new
Moses (see above, on :–; :–), suggested by several echoes
of the account of Moses’ meeting with God on the mountain in Exo-
dus  and , and by the allusion to Deuteronomy : in v. , all
of which will be noted below.
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. After six days is unusually precise. It stresses the continuity of
this episode with the preceding scene in :–, and perhaps
echoes Moses’ mountain experience in Exodus :–. Peter, James
and John as an ‘inner circle’ of disciples appear again as Jesus’ cho-
sen companions in a moment of private communion with God in
: (cf. Mark :); Moses also had three special companions on
the mountain (Exod. :, ). The high mountain was presumably, as
this incident follows the ‘retreat’ to the district of Caesarea Philippi,
one of the lonely peaks of the neighbouring Hermon range, though
tradition has located the incident on Mount Tabor in Galilee (which,
however, was not so much apart, having a settlement on the top).

. The traditional translation transfigured (from the Latin) repre-
sents a verb elsewhere translated ‘transformed’ (Rom. :) or
‘changed’ ( Cor. :). Its meaning here is spelt out by the clauses
that follow. His face shone like the sun recalls Moses in Exodus :–
, and the garments white as light suggest a heavenly being (cf. :;
Luke :); cf. the description of the ultimate glory of ‘the righteous’
in :.

. The significance of Moses and Elijah here has been variously
understood as (a) representing the law and the prophets (though the
fact that Elijah is not represented among the prophetic writings of
the Old Testament is against this); (b) two of the three Old Testament
men of God who traditionally did not die (Enoch was the other;
according to Deut.  Moses did die, but his burial by God had
developed by the first century AD into a belief in his ‘assumption’);
(c) two great leaders who talked with God at Mount Sinai (Gundry);
(d) the two whose ‘return’ was expected in connection with the
Messianic age. The last seems most relevant in this context, where
their appearance underlines the Messianic role of Jesus, though none
of the others is thereby ruled out. It may also be relevant that both
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. For this belief about Elijah see above, on :, and below, on vv.
–; for Moses see the promise of a coming ‘prophet like Moses’ in
Deut. :–, and the evidence cited in TDNT, IV, pp. – for
later Jewish beliefs; an expectation that both Moses and Elijah would
return together is found in Deuteronomy Rabbah :, though this is later
than the New Testament period.



Moses and Elijah in their God-given missions experienced rejection
and suffering. Jesus is thus indicated as the one in whom the pattern
of God’s Old Testament servants reaches its ultimate fulfilment.

. Peter’s proposal to build shelters for Jesus and his august vis-
itors may be no more than a spontaneous and rather inept attempt
to rise to the occasion with proper hospitality. Or perhaps he wants
to ‘institutionalize’ the fleeting vision (as Moses set up the ‘tent of
meeting’ in Exod. :–); if so he has again misunderstood Jesus’
mission, which is not to stay on the holy mountain but to go down
to the cross. The booths (the word normally means ‘tents’) would be
temporary shelters of branches, such as were erected for the Feast
of Tabernacles, but there is nothing else in the context to suggest
that the incident happened during that festival.

. A cloud is often in the Old Testament a sign of God’s presence
(e.g. Exod. :–; :–), and by adding bright Matthew em-
phasizes that this is no ordinary cloud, but the Shekinah of the vis-
ible glory of God (see NBD, pp. –). As in Exodus :,
God speaks out of the cloud. The first part of the declaration is the
same as that in :, on which see comments. The added words lis-
ten to him are probably to be seen as an echo of Deuteronomy :,
, where the same demand is made in reference to the promised
prophet like Moses. In this context there is perhaps an implied re-
buke of Peter’s recent failure to grasp Jesus’ teaching about the Mes-
siah’s role (:–).

–. The understandably terrified reaction of the disciples (filled
with awe is literally ‘very much afraid’) in response to such a super-
natural experience is gently relieved by Jesus’ familiar have no fear (cf.
:), and by the sight of, literally, ‘Jesus himself alone’ – i.e., perhaps,
Jesus as they knew him.

. See on :; : for Jesus’ commands to silence. Now they had
something even more spectacular than a mere verbal claim to talk
(and boast?) about, and the danger of popular Messianic fervour was
increased by the involvement of Moses and Elijah. This silence is to
be maintained only until after the resurrection, because no inter-
pretation of Jesus’ claims in terms of national politics would be pos-
sible when the predicted rejection and death were a reality, and he
was no longer there to lead an insurrection.

. The vision of Elijah has raised the question of how his
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expected return relates to Jesus’ Messianic role. Then may also sug-
gest a closer connection with v. ; if Elijah has now come (as we have
just witnessed), why may we not now proclaim your Messiahship?
Possibly also the mention of resurrection (and therefore death)
seems to them inconsistent with Elijah’s role in ‘restoring all things’
(v. ). Altogether, their eschatological time-table is confused!

–. Jesus endorses the scribes’ expectation (v. ), but goes on
to show that the reality is so different from the way they pictured it
that they did not know him (v. ). Is to restore all things (the future tense
is that of the scribal hope, not Jesus’ prediction of a still future com-
ing of Elijah) reflects Malachi : (:, Heb.), where the same verb
is used only of Elijah’s ‘turning’ the hearts of fathers to children; see
on v.  for the more universal ‘restoration’ he was now credited with.
Hence the failure to recognize John the Baptist as the returning Eli-
jah (see on :); and his fate points to a similar fate for the Son of
man, who similarly fails to match up to the way popular expectation
has developed.

iv. The power of faith (:–)
When Moses came down from the mountain he was confronted by
Israel’s apostasy (Exod. ); so on Jesus’ return from the mountain
he enters a scene of spiritual conflict (v. ) and unbelief (vv. , ).
The story, which in Mark is a vivid account of a spectacular healing,
is pared down to the barest essentials (becoming almost prosaic by
comparison), so that attention is focused on what is for Matthew the
main point, the unbelief of the disciples, and Jesus’ teaching on the
power available to those who have faith. Even the remarkable account
of the father’s faltering faith (Mark :–) is omitted so that the dis-
ciples’ failure stands in stark contrast with the authority of Jesus.

–. If the ‘mountain’ of v.  was Hermon, the crowd is
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. For Elijah expectations, see on :; Ecclus. : says he will ‘restore
the tribes of Jacob’, and for scribal expectations see e.g. Mishnah
Eduyoth :; BM :–, where his role is especially seen as one of solving
legislative problems.

. See H.-J. Held, TIM, pp. – for a full account of Matthew’s
editorial work on this story.



unexpected here. Had Jesus and the three disciples returned sep-
arately to Galilee, where they found the other disciples already in
difficulties? Or is this episode, for all the appropriateness of its con-
trast with the glory of vv. –, not in chronological sequence? Is an
epileptic is an interpretation of the rare verb sele-niazomai (lit. ‘to be af-
fected by the moon’), which in secular Greek would more normally
be translated ‘lunatic’. The symptoms recorded here (esp. in the fuller
account in Mark) resemble what we would call epilepsy, but v.  will
indicate that this is in fact a case of demon-possession.

. The disciples should have been able to deal with the case: see
:, . Their failure illustrates the too-frequent combination of a div-
inely-given authority with a lack of the faith needed to exercise it.

. For Jesus’ sayings condemning ‘this generation’ for its failure to
respond to his mission, see on :–. There is an allusion here
to Moses’ verdict on his own contemporaries in Deuteronomy :,
. It is the disciples’ ‘little faith’ (v. ) which provokes this com-
plaint, but they alone do not constitute the faithless generation. In
their failure to trust God in this practical test they are typical of the
attitude of Jesus’ contemporaries as a whole; even within the dis-
ciple group the unbelief of ‘this generation’ is reflected. This
expression of exasperation is a rare insight into the frustration of
Jesus’ appeal to an unresponsive world.

. See on vv. – for the nature of the complaint. The de-
scription is clearly of an exorcism, but the addition of the boy was cured
suggests that a physical disorder (probably epilepsy) was involved as
well as demon-possession; accounts of exorcisms do not usually re-
fer to ‘healing’ of the person concerned (cf. ‘heal’ in v. , the same
verb as here).

–. For little faith, see on :; :. Here again, as Jesus’ fol-
lowing words show, it points not even to a faith which is small but
real, but rather to faithlessness. For even the smallest faith (see on :
for the proverbial significance of mustard seed ) can move mountains
(again a proverbial expression, for the most improbable occurrence;
see Isa. :;  Cor. :; cf. Baba Bathra b). A similar promise of
the unlimited possibilities for those who have faith will occur at
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:. It is a striking illustration of the fact that faith is, for Jesus, not
a matter of intellectual assent, but of a practical reliance on a living
God. It is important to observe here that it is not the ‘amount’ of
faith which brings the impossible within reach, but the power of
God, which is available to even the ‘smallest’ faith.

v. Second announcement of Jesus’ suffering and death
(:–)
With : and :– this short passage forms part of the in-
sistent emphasis on this new aspect of Jesus’ teaching, which serves
to increase the tension as the narrative approaches the final con-
frontation in Jerusalem. The word gathering is unusual, and suggests
a rendezvous, perhaps after the return of the small group from the
mountain, but more probably the assembling of the group of dis-
ciples who were together to make the pilgrimage to Jerusalem for the
Passover, where Jesus’ predictions would be fulfilled. (The journey
will begin, after further teaching, in :.) The content of the pre-
diction is similar to : (see comments there), but now includes the
idea of being delivered. It is the same word which will later be used
for Judas’s betrayal (:–, , etc.) and which is often used in
New Testament descriptions of Jesus’ mission of suffering (Acts
:; Rom. :; :;  Cor. :; etc.). While it certainly is appro-
priate to the action of men (as in :), the passive here may also
echo the frequent Old Testament references to God delivering
someone into the hands of an enemy (Exod. :; :; Num. :–
, ; Deut. :; etc.), thus picking up the divine necessity of Jesus’
suffering from the ‘must’ of :.

vi. The question of the temple tax (:–)
An annual half-shekel tax (based on Exod. :–, though it was
not there a regular payment) was paid for the upkeep of worship in
the temple by most adult male Jews, whether resident in Palestine or

 M A T T H E W

. Most later MSS here add v. , taken from Mark :, where it is the
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not. Unlike the Roman taxes, to be discussed in :–, it was a
matter of patriotic pride. It was, however, also a matter of contro-
versy, as the Sadducees disapproved of the tax, and the men of
Qumran paid it only once in a lifetime. So what was Jesus’ attitude?
Would he in this, as in other matters, take an independent line, and
thus alienate the majority of patriotic Jews? The answer is charac-
teristically (cf. :) independent without being offensive – Jesus as-
serts that he is not obliged to pay it, but is prepared to do so to avoid
‘scandal’ which might unnecessarily prejudice his mission (see fur-
ther, Banks, pp. –).

After AD , when the temple was destroyed, the Romans diverted
this tax to the temple of Jupiter in Rome, after which it ceased to be
a matter of patriotism and became a symbol of their subjection to
a pagan power; the fact that the story is none the less recorded is one
of the incidental indications that Matthew’s Gospel should be dated
before AD .

. This is the last visit to Capernaum, and again the group is ap-
parently living at Peter’s home (v. ; see on :; :–), so that
the collectors naturally approach Peter, as head of the house, even
though Jesus is recognized to be the teacher, the leader of the group.
Rabbis were exempt from paying this tax, and so were the priests in
Jerusalem; would Jesus claim a similar exemption? The question as-
sumes that he does pay regularly, and Peter agrees. Payment could
be made in person at the Passover festival in Jerusalem (hence the
money-changers’ stalls in :, as only the special Tyrian coinage,
which was not in common circulation, was acceptable), but collec-
tions were made in other areas of Palestine and abroad a month ear-
lier. This incident therefore takes place about a month before
Passover.

–. Perhaps Jesus had heard the question and answer outside;
at any rate he knew a question had been raised in Peter’s mind. His
analogy does not equate the temple tax with the toll or tribute exacted
by an imperial power, but simply explores the basis of any taxation.
No ruler taxes his own family. But this is God’s tax, so God’s Son is
not obliged to pay it. That appears to be the logic of the argument,
though the claim to be God’s Son is not here made in so many words.
Underlying the argument is the principle hinted at in :–, that the
temple ritual points forward to ‘something greater’, the principle on

M A T T H E W   :   ‒   :   



which Christians soon came to abandon the temple worship and its
sacrifices as having been superseded by Christ.

. But Jesus will pay the tax to avoid giving offence. See above on
:; :; : for this meaning of skandalizo-. Jesus was quite pre-
pared to ‘give offence’ where the issue was central to his mission, but
a premature assertion of independence from Jewish ritual would
have served no useful purpose. So Peter is told to go and find the
money in a fish’s mouth! But we are not told that he did so, and it
has been plausibly suggested that Jesus’ words were merely a play-
ful comment on their lack of ready money. Both pagan and Jewish
literature provide popular stories of wealth found in a fish that was
caught, and Jesus may not have intended his ‘command’ to be
taken any more literally. (See on : for the possibility that what
looks in cold print like a serious statement may have been spoken in
a less serious vein.) At any rate, this ‘miracle’ is not the point of the
story. We are left to assume that, by whatever means, Jesus did pay
the tax. The story is thus an illustration of Jesus’ willingness to com-
ply with the conventions of the society to which he belonged rather
than cause unnecessary offence, a principle which has wider appli-
cation than the specific issue of the temple-tax.

B. Teaching on relationships among the disciples (:–)

The fourth major collection of Jesus’ teaching, which is concluded
by the usual formula in : (see pp. –), is concerned with re-
lationships among Jesus’. followers, who are clearly seen as a distinct
community (as : has led us to expect). Within such a commu-
nity there is opportunity both to harm and to care for others, and
the health and effectiveness of the group will depend on the attitudes
to one another which are fostered. While all that is in this chapter
would be relevant even in the period of Jesus’ ministry, Matthew has
clearly brought it together in this compact form with a view to the
needs of the developing church. It is not so much a ‘Manual of
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Discipline’, with regulations parallel to those of the so-named
document from Qumran (see Davies, pp. ff.), as a guide to
relationships: it is only in vv. – that specific procedures are set
out, and those are not so much ‘disciplinary’ as pastoral.

As in chapters  and , a shorter section of teaching in Mark
(:–) is taken as the basis of the collection, but is expanded by
the addition of other sayings of Jesus, some of which are paralleled
in Luke, but most are peculiar to Matthew. For convenience of dis-
cussion the chapter may be divided into sections where different
themes come to the fore, but there is a continuity of thought
throughout the chapter which makes such divisions artificial, and
causes commentators to divide over whether e.g. v.  belongs with
the preceding or the following section.

The sayings are addressed to ‘the disciples’. Some interpreters see
this as including only the Twelve, a view which has important im-
plications especially for the application of vv. –. But it is more
probable that all disciples are in mind, not just a leading élite. (See
Thompson, pp. –, –.)

i. True greatness (:–)
Mark :– records a dispute among the disciples over their rela-
tive importance, which gives rise to Jesus’ teaching on true greatness.
In Matthew the issue is presented as a more ‘academic’ question, but
the principle is drawn out more explicitly.

. The disciples’ question begins in the Greek with a particle
meaning ‘so’. Jesus’ words in :– have opened up a new
vista: if Jesus claims a special relation with the ‘king’ of heaven,
how do the authority structures of this new kingdom of heaven re-
late to those of ‘the kings of the earth’? It is not, then, a question
merely about church hierarchies, still less about grades of import-
ance in heaven after this life, but about the whole principle of the
evalation of importance in God’s sight. (See above, pp. –, on ‘the
kingdom of heaven’.) Human societies treat questions of rank very
seriously; how then are they to be treated in God’s society?
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–. Jesus’ answer is typically graphic and radical. It amounts
to a total reversal of human value scales. A child was a person of
no importance in Jewish society, subject to the authority of his
elders, not taken seriously except as a responsibility, one to be
looked after, not one to be looked up to. To turn and become like
children is therefore a radical reorientation from the mentality of the
rat-race to an acceptance of insignificance. The AV translation ‘be
converted’ is not correct if it suggests a technical theolo-
gical meaning for the verb strephomai (‘turn’), but it points appropri-
ately to the radical nature of the change involved (cf. John : for a
similar image). It is, then, the status of the child that is the point,
rather than any supposedly characteristic quality of children, such as
humility, innocence, receptiveness or trustfulness (and how many
parents would regard at least the first two as characteristic of
children?).

. The emphasis we have seen in vv. – is here made explicit.
True greatness is to be found in being little, true importance in be-
ing unimpressive. That is what the kingdom of heaven does to the
world’s scale of values. Humbles himself does not refer to an arbitrary
asceticism or a phoney false modesty; it does not describe a char-
acter-trait (ICC says children are ‘untempted to self-advancement’
– really?), but the acceptance of an inferior position (as Jesus did,
Phil. :, where the same phrase is used).

. The ‘child’ of vv. – represents the ‘little ones’ (insignificant
believers) of vv. , , , and in this verse the transition has already
begun. One such child therefore is not a reference to children as such,
but to those who as Jesus’ followers (in my name), whether young or
adult, have accepted the child’s status. The ‘greatness’ of such ‘chil-
dren’ (v. ) lies in their relationship to Jesus. (Cf. :– for the
principle of receiving Jesus in receiving his ‘little ones’.) One appli-
cation of this principle might be, as Gundry (p. ) suggests, to ‘ac-
ceptance of little people, “average” Christians and especially youth,
by ecclesiastical leaders’.

ii. On stumbling-blocks (:–)
These sayings are linked together by the words skandalizo- (‘cause to
sin’, vv. , , ) and skandalon (‘temptation [to sin]’  times in v. ), a
‘stumbling-block’, something which trips someone up. For these
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words see above, on :–; :; :; they occur also in :, ;
:; :; :; :; :, , and form an important theme
of Matthew’s presentation. Disciples are vulnerable, and stumbling-
blocks are a real danger. They can be found both in ourselves (vv. –
) and in other members of the disciple-group (vv. –), hence the
relevance of this section in ch. . The RSV and NIV paraphrases are
too narrow – one can be ‘tripped up’ as much by a disparaging atti-
tude, a lack of concern and pastoral care, or a refusal to forgive, as
by a ‘temptation to sin’.

. The transition from the child who formed the illustration in vv.
– to the little ones is now complete (see on v. ). Similar language
has been used of Jesus’ disciples in : and :, and it will be
taken up in the ‘least’ of :, . This is how they appear in the
world’s eyes, weak and insignificant; cf. the ‘poor in spirit’, ‘meek’ and
‘persecuted’ of :–.

So the little ones here are not necessarily only the less important or
more vulnerable members of the congregation, though what is said
here applies particularly to them. Anyone who trips a fellow-
disciple, whether by attitude or by action, or even by failure to act,
incurs such judgment that by comparison a quick drowning would
be merciful! (It would be better for him to … might suggest only that it
would benefit the congregation to be rid of him, but the Greek
makes it clear that it is preferable from his point of view too.)

. The apparent ‘fatalism’ of this verse is an echo of the realism
of :– which accepts that skandala (:) will remain in the
world until the final consummation. Until then we are all vulnerable.
This is the woe of the world in general, and of every disciple, whose
life will never be free of skandala. But this fact does not remove the
responsibility of those who are the cause of others’ stumbling – for
them there is a further woe. (See on :– for the meaning of
‘woe’.) This paradox of individual responsibility within a world
governed by ‘necessity’ will be graphically illustrated in the case of
Judas Iscariot.

–. Virtually the same saying has been recorded in :–; see
comments there. Apart from superficial variations in the way the
point is made, and the inclusion of the foot as well as hand and eye, the
main difference is that here the fate of those who ‘stumble’ is spe-
cified as eternal fire, a phrase which will recur in : (see comments
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there), and which develops the idea of ‘destruction in hell’ found in
:. In :– the point was a warning against things in the dis-
ciple’s own life which will trip him up. In this context of relationships
that seems out of place, and some have suggested that the hand, foot
and eye here refer to other disciples who are a danger to you and who
must be ‘cut off ’ either by expelling them from the congregation or
by avoiding them. But the repeated your, you, from you surely points to
the same personal application as in :–, perhaps with the
thought that your own sin may be the cause of another’s stumbling,
and so must be avoided at drastic cost.

iii. Care for the ‘little ones’ (:–)
The ‘little ones’ have already emerged in the preceding verses as or-
dinary Christians, who in their vulnerability need the care of their
fellow-disciples. That message is now backed up with the thought
that God’s care extends to every one of them. It is in this connec-
tion that Matthew includes the parable of the straying sheep. It is,
as in Luke :–, a parable of God’s ‘pastoral’ care. Verses ff. will
show how disciples are to imitate his concern in their care for their
straying fellow-disciples.

. To despise even one of these little ones (and one individual can con-
veniently be ignored in one’s care for ‘the church’) is to show that
you have not grasped the principle of true greatness (vv. –). It is
also to part company with my Father, to whom every one is import-
ant. Angels are found in Daniel  and : as the heavenly repre-
sentatives of nations, and in Revelation : as representatives of
churches. Here even individuals have their heavenly representatives,
who always behold the face of God, a phrase derived from courtly lan-
guage for personal access to the king. So even the least of the ‘little
ones’ enjoys constant personal access to God.

–. In Luke this parable is aimed at Jesus’ opponents, who ob-
jected to his ‘evangelistic’ concern with undesirables; here it is ad-
dressed to disciples, to remind them that God’s ‘pastoral’ care is ex-
tended to all his ‘little ones’. The fact that the same shepherd image
can so effectively apply to both situations perhaps reveals the
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artificiality of our categories. It is appropriate to its application
here that the sheep is not yet ‘lost’ as in Luke (and v.  assures us
that it will not be), but only astray. For a fascinating account of shep-
herds’ habits to fill in the story, see Jeremias, PJ, pp. –. It is
interesting that the Gospel of Thomas has completely missed (and
indeed reversed) the point of the parable, by making the straying
sheep the ‘largest’ which the shepherd ‘loves more than the ’!

. The moral is clear, and the implication for the disciple is pre-
sumably that he must share God’s concern for each ‘little one’, and
not despise any (v. ). Verses ff. will show what this means in
practice.

iv. ‘If your brother sins …’ (:–)
While it is probably true that vv. –, , and – were originally
separate sayings, they are brought together here into a close con-
nection in which the overall flow of thought is important. This pas-
sage is often seen as a guide to church leaders on disciplinary action.
But vv. – are addressed to ‘you’ (singular), the individual dis-
ciple, and their concern is not with the punishment of an offence but
with the attempt to rescue a ‘brother’ whose sin has put him in dan-
ger. The passage is thus a practical guide to how a disciple can imi-
tate his Father’s concern for the wandering sheep (vv. –).

. The words against you are missing from several important MSS,
and are probably not an original part of the text (see Thompson, pp.
–). In that case, while vv. – are concerned with the dis-
ciple’s reaction to a personal offence against himself, the concern
here is with the brother’s sin, of whatever kind, rather than with a per-
sonal breakdown of relationships. The disciple is not to ignore a fault
he sees in his fellow-disciple, but to confront him with it, with the
hope that he will repent, and so will be gained (cf.  Cor. :–; 
Pet. : for this verb referring to the conversion of an outsider; here
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it is of a disciple who is rescued from spiritual ruin). This pastoral
concern easily degenerates into a destructively critical spirit (see on
:–); but one of its marks is that it is exercised, if possible, between
you and him alone. Only if that fails is a wider ‘exposure’ needed. (Tell
him his fault is the same verb, elencho-, as in e.g. Luke :, ‘reprove’;
John :, ‘expose’; John :, ‘convict’.)

. The next recourse must be to involve one or two others. Their
function is to add force to the persuasion; if he will not listen to one,
he may be convinced by two or three witnesses (Deut. :). The law
in Deuteronomy  relates to a ‘judicial’ trial, but there is no such
scene here (nor would the ‘one or two others’ be witnesses of the
original offence in any case). The offender is not ‘on trial’ (contrast
the use of the same text in  Cor. :;  Tim. :). The point of
the Old Testament reference is the principle that multiple testi-
mony is more convincing, not the specific judicial application.

. Finally, and only if necessary, the disciple may inform the church
(i.e. the congregation of disciples; see on : for the word, which
there envisaged the community of Jesus’ people as a whole, but here
is used more practically of the local group). But still the object is not
that ‘the church’ should take disciplinary action, but that the offender
should listen; i.e. this is the ultimate level of persuasion to lead to re-
pentance. The church meets not to adjudicate a dispute, but for a
pastoral appeal. If the appeal fails, this verse says nothing about ex-
communication or other disciplinary action by the church, but pre-
scribes the attitude you (singular) should then take to the impenitent
offender. A Gentile and a tax collector were proverbially people from
whom a good Jew kept his distance. While Jesus rejected this attitude
in its literal application (e.g. :–; :–; etc.), he can still use the
expression metaphorically for someone to be avoided (‘ostracized’,
Gundry; ‘put in quarantine’, Bonnard), just as we can speak of
‘sending someone to Coventry’ without necessarily having any per-
sonal dislike of Coventry as a city! After all persuasion has failed, a
cold shoulder may still bring him to his senses; at any rate there can
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be no real fellowship with someone who has so blatantly set himself
against the united judgment of his fellow-disciples.

. The introductory formula (on which see on :) and the
change to the plural you in vv. – suggest that Matthew has
added a saying of an originally wider application because he saw its
relevance to the pastoral issue of vv. –. Apart from the plural
verbs it is almost identical with : – Peter’s legislative authority
is therefore here vested in the disciple group as a whole. The basis
of the church’s appeal to the sinner in v.  was their united con-
viction of what was right or wrong conduct for a disciple; this verse
assures them that they have a right to such a conviction, and that
therefore their refusal to allow the brother’s sin to pass without re-
buke carries the prior endorsement of heaven (see on : on the fu-
ture perfect construction). Bind and loose here, as in :, have
neuter objects (whatever, not ‘whoever’), and refer to the pro-
nouncement of what is or is not sin, rather than directly to the con-
demnation or forgiveness of the sinner, though the latter will clearly
follow. Bonnard pertinently remarks that such a divine authority,
against which there is no appeal, must be used by the church with
care and compassion! There is, of course, no indication in this
verse of how, or by what agency, this authority of the congregation
is to be exercised; no church leader or elders are mentioned (and cf.
:– for some pertinent cautions).

–. The repeated introductory formula indicates another in-
dependent saying of Jesus, but the flow of thought is maintained not
only by the two or three echoing v. , but also by the repetition of the
promise that decisions on earth will be ratified in heaven. The prom-
ise is not confined to ‘the church’ as a whole, but extends to the
agreed request of two of you, because if their gathering is in my name
then Jesus himself is part of that gathering. Davies (p. ) calls this
‘a Christified bit of rabbinism’, as it echoes a Rabbinic belief that ‘if
two sit together and words of the Law (are) between them, the Shek-
inah (God’s presence) rests between them’ (Mishnah Aboth :). But
now the ‘divine presence’ is Jesus himself. The Jesus who could speak
the words of :, and of whom the name Emmanuel could be
used (:), here assures his disciples that that great universal truth
applies also at the personal level. And that gives a whole new di-
mension to an apparently insignificant gathering of two or three
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concerned disciples. No doubt the primary application is to their
prayer for the sinner of vv. –, but the principle of Jesus’ pres-
ence among his people, and therefore of the efficacy of their agreed
request, can hardly be confined to that specific situation (even
though, like other such promises in :; John :–; etc., it is
not to be regarded as an automatic formula for success where
prayers are agreed which are not compatible with the one in whose
name they are uttered).

v. Forgiving personal offences (:–)
The concern about a brother’s sin in vv. – was not necessarily
motivated by injury to oneself, but rather by a pastoral concern for
the brother’s own discipleship, which might even require an attitude
of ostracism. But this response must not be motivated by personal
retaliation (cf. on :–); so vv. – now emphasize the prior-
ity and the unlimited application of forgiveness in the area of a dis-
ciple’s personal relationships. It is a different subject from that of vv.
ff., but one which is an essential complement to those verses; the
proper severity of v.  must be balanced by a forgiving attitude
which reflects the disciple’s own experience of much greater for-
giveness.

–. The Rabbis discussed the question, and recommended not
more than three times (see ICC, ad loc.). Peter’s seven times is therefore
generous, but Jesus’ reply does away with all limits and calculations.
His allusion to Genesis : neatly contrasts Lamech’s unlimited vin-
dictiveness with the unlimited forgiveness of the disciple. The Heb-
rew of Genesis : clearly means seventy-seven times (as RSV mg.), and
this is also the most natural rendering of the Greek (Gundry, UOT,
p. ); but to be concerned as to whether the figure is  or  is
to return to the pedantic calculation which Jesus rejects!

–. The reason why forgiveness must be unlimited is ex-
plained in a vivid parable. The unimaginable size of the original debt
(the talent was the highest unit of currency, and ten thousand the
highest Greek numeral – ‘a billion pounds’ would convey the im-
pression) is picked up in the emphatic all that debt of v. . If that is
the measure of the forgiveness the disciple has received, any limi-
tation on the forgiveness he shows to his brother is unthinkable. The
fact that the second servant’s debt is one six-hundred-thousandth of

 M A T T H E W



the first emphasizes the ludicrous impropriety of the forgiven sin-
ner’s standing on his own ‘rights’. The whole forms an unforgettable
commentary on Luke :.

Derrett (pp. –) explains the details of the story, including the
huge sum involved, in terms of the accountability of the chief
minister of an oriental emperor for the tax returns of a large
province. In that case the request of v.  would not be unrealistic,
but would be for permission to carry over one year’s assessment into
the next. But even so the king’s response in v. , which is not to de-
fer the payment but to cancel the debt, goes far beyond the request,
and no doubt Jesus included this feature to emphasize the free
basis of God’s forgiveness. (Out of pity is the same word as is used
for Jesus’ ‘compassion’ in :, on which see notes.) Jailers in v. 
is an unjustifiable euphemism; the Greek word means torturers,
whose job is to put pressure on the defaulter and his family to
produce the money. This is, of course, part of the scenery of the
parable, and is not meant to depict God as sanctioning brutality.

. Jesus’ application picks up specifically the last scene of the
parable, but it is based on the parable as a whole. Those who will not
forgive cannot expect to be forgiven. The point was made strongly
in the Lord’s Prayer and the comment which follows it (:, –),
and the use of ‘debts’ for sins there is illuminated by the emphasis
on debt here (vv. , , , ,  all use the same word or its cog-
nates). If the church is the community of the forgiven, then all its
relationships will be marked by a forgiveness which is not a mere
form of words, but an essential characteristic; from your heart excludes
all casuistry and legalism.
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 . MINISTRY IN JUDEA ( : –  : )

Section  (: – :) has seen Jesus, still in Galilee, preparing his
disciples for the coming conflict with the leaders of the nation, cul-
minating in his rejection, suffering and death. Now the scene shifts
to Judea, the place of the final conflict. In : – : we see Jesus
en route for the capital, teaching and acting with an authority which
cannot be ignored; in chapter  the gauntlet is thrown down, and
the confrontation comes into the open, leading up to the inevitable
climax in the passion narrative of chapters  – .

A. On the way to Jerusalem (: – :)

i. Introduction (:–)
We know from the Gospel of John that Jesus made several visits to
Jerusalem before his final Passover visit, but Matthew has not men-
tioned these, and tells us only of the one climactic journey to Israel’s
capital. The resultant simple progression from Galilee to Jerusalem
is highly effective as a dramatic plot, and it is the intervening jour-
ney which forms the scene for the next two chapters. (Luke has



expanded this journey to fill no less than ten chapters between the
Galilean ministry and the entry into Jerusalem.) The region of Judea be-
yond the Jordan seems to point to Peraea, the part of Transjordan east
of Judea, but as this was not properly a part of Judea the expression
perhaps serves as a general indication of a movement southwards
which will bring Jesus eventually into Jerusalem (:; :) from
the east via Jericho (:). Mark at this point mentions Jesus’
teaching the crowds, while Matthew (as in :) substitutes his
healing them; the two were, of course, inseparable aspects of his
ministry (cf. :; :).

ii. Teaching on divorce and marriage (:–)
The question of divorce has already been discussed in :–. See
the commentary there for the background in scribal debate, and for
the essential position of Jesus in relation to this debate. It is im-
portant to remember that the issue was not ‘divorce’ in the modern
sense of a legally approved annulment of a marriage on the initia-
tive of either partner (or both), but the right of the Jewish man (not
the woman) to repudiate his wife by a simple unilateral declaration
against which there was no appeal.

. For tested, cf. on :, ; :, where the same verb is used. Know-
ing Jesus’ views, they could expect him both to incriminate himself
by apparently making light of the ‘law’ of Deuteronomy :–, and
to lose popular support by condemning the divorce which was
freely practised by his contemporaries. Moreover, among those con-
temporaries was Antipas, whose recent divorce had already drawn
the fire of John the Baptist, with disastrous results (:–). So it
was an explosive question. The question is in Matthew’s version
about the permissible grounds of divorce (‘Will any cause do, or are
there limits?’). But underlying this is the whole question of whether
divorce is permissible at all (which is how the question reads in
Mark), and it is at this level that Jesus answers it.

–. The discussion as Mark records it is restructured by Matthew,
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while leaving the contents intact, so as to produce a more ‘logical’
order: statement of basic scriptural principle (vv. –) – objection
from another scripture (v. ) – explanation of how scripture B re-
lates to scripture A (v. ) – resultant pronouncement (v. ). Matthew
thus presents Jesus as more a prophet than a Rabbi (so Bonnard,
p. ), going behind scribal debate to the essential principle of
God’s will. The principle is drawn from Genesis : and :,
which show not only that sexual union is God’s creation purpose for
man, but also that that union is exclusive and unbreakable. One flesh
vividly expresses a view of marriage as something much deeper than
either human convenience or social convention, and this is drawn out
by Jesus’ ringing pronouncement (rightly and magnificently em-
phasized in the marriage service), What God has joined together, let not
man put asunder. To see divorce as man undoing the work of God puts
the whole issue in a radically new perspective.

–. It was this sort of radical pronouncement which the ‘test’ (v.
) was designed to elicit. Now the trap is sprung: Jesus, they imply,
has just repudiated what Moses commanded. Deuteronomy :– does
not of course explicitly command or even approve divorce, but it cer-
tainly accepts it as a real possibility, and this was taken as divine sanc-
tion for the practice. But Jesus picks up the Pharisees’ verb: divorce
was not commanded but allowed, and that concession was an accom-
modation to human hardness of heart (the thought is not so much of
the cruelty of men to their wives, as of their unresponsiveness to the
mind and will of God). Jesus therefore refuses to allow a necessary
concession to human sinfulness to be elevated into a divine prin-
ciple. The ideal is rather to be found in going back to first principles,
to what was in the beginning. An ethic which is truly to reflect God’s will
must be built, not on concessions, but on basic principles. This is a
crucial element across the whole field of ethical discussion, and one
which has not always been observed when Christians have failed to
distinguish which are the ‘weightier matters of the law’. Jesus’ appeal
to first principles has the effect of apparently setting one passage of
Scripture against another, but this is not in the sense of repudiating
one in favour of the other, but of insisting that each is given its proper
function, the one as a statement of the ideal will of God, the other
as a (regrettable but necessary) provision for those occasions when
human sinfulness has failed to maintain the ideal.
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. As in :, the implication is drawn that divorce and remarriage
is adultery, since it substitutes a new sexual union for that indissol-
uble union which God has created. In : it was the remarriage of
the divorced wife which was labelled as adultery; here it is the hus-
band’s remarriage. But here again an exception is made in the case
of a divorce which is the result of the wife’s unchastity (see on :
for the rationale of this exception and its relation to the absolute
form of the prohibition in Mark and Luke; a ‘divorce’ in such a case
is only to recognize that the marriage has already been broken, not
to initiate a break where the marriage is still intact). The wording of
the saying suggests that in the case of a divorce on the grounds of
unchastity the husband is allowed to remarry. In that case, despite
the ideal of an unrepeatable union of ‘one flesh’ set out in vv. –,
Jesus, like Moses in Deuteronomy , has made allowance for the
hardness of men’s hearts. There is an undeniable tension between
the absolute idealism of vv. – and the acceptance of a reality which
falls short of the ideal in v.  (in its Matthaean form), and the dan-
ger is that we will do as Jewish legalism had done and build our ex-
pectation on the concession rather than the ideal. But Christian ethics
in a fallen world will always be subject to such tensions; sinful situ-
ations sometimes make it impossible to implement the ideal, and in
such cases we may have to choose between courses none of which
leaves no room for regret. What is important is that in so doing we
do not lose sight of the ideal, and that we accept the ‘lesser evil’ for
what it is, an ‘evil’, even where it is the best course open to us in the
circumstances. It is at this point that Jesus’ emphasis differs from that
of the scribes, even of the more rigorous school of Shammai.

. Jesus’ reaffirmation of the ideal of unbreakable marriage
provokes the disciples to reflect rather weakly that such a demand-
ing commitment might be better avoided by not marrying at all! (Was
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this a serious suggestion, or were these words spoken with a wry
smile which the printed word cannot convey?)

–. Jesus’ reply is often interpreted as endorsing the disciples’
suggestion, and recommending celibacy. In that case it is at odds with
vv. –, which clearly present marriage as a God-given institution,
so highly prized that it is not to be violated by divorce; nor does
Jesus elsewhere suggest celibacy as an ideal. This saying is literally ‘this
word’, which can be taken as referring to either (a) the disciples’ com-
ment in v.  or (b) Jesus’ teaching about marriage in vv. –, espe-
cially its practical culmination in v. . On interpretation (a), these
verses would apparently be saying that the disciples’ proposal of
celibacy is a good one, but that not all are able to remain celibate; in
that case celibacy becomes a ‘higher’ ideal for those who can attain
it. On interpretation (b), on the other hand, the disciples’ com-
ment is set aside, with the statement that the ideal of marriage (vv.
–) is indeed a demanding one, to which not everyone is called, but
that it is a responsibility not to be evaded by those whom God calls
to it. This second interpretation is preferable, as it avoids setting vv.
– against vv. –. In that case v.  and the last sentence of v.
 agree with the disciples that only those to whom it is given (cf. :
for the same idea of a special privilege for disciples) can receive (lit.
‘find room for’, ‘cope with’) the demand of true Christian marriage.
For ‘a man’ (v. ; the word is anthro-pos, a human being, not ane-r, man
as opposed to woman) on his own it is too hard; but where God’s
‘gift’ makes it possible, it is to be received. The rest of v.  then adds
(as a sort of parenthesis) a list of those to whom it is not ‘given’, i.e.
those whose calling is not to be married. Celibacy was most unusual
in Jewish society, and it is not unlikely that Jesus himself was abused
as a eunuch (always a term of disparagement, if not of abuse) because
he was not married; this verse may then reflect an element of
apologia for his own condition, as he points out that physical in-
capacity (whether natural or man-inflicted) is not the only legitimate
reason for celibacy, but that some may be called to voluntary celibacy
(made themselves eunuchs, not literally of course) because of the special
demands of their role in the kingdom of heaven. Jesus himself was one
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such. But these verses emphasize that whether one is married or not
is not a matter of ‘better’ and ‘worse’, but of God’s gift, which is not
the same for all disciples.

iii. The blessing of the children (:–)
It was a Jewish custom to bring a child to the elders on the evening
of the Day of Atonement ‘to bless him and pray for him’ (Mishnah
Sopherim :). This may well be the background to this incident. The
disciples’ objection may then be to the popular assumption that
Jesus is to be identified as a regular ‘elder’, as well as to the feeling
that their Master has more important concerns than to be bothered
by children. For the generally low estimate of the importance of
children, see on :–; here, as there, Jesus reverses conventional
values, and accepts as important those whom society (and even his
own followers) despised. To such belongs the kingdom of heaven is another
way of stating the principle of true greatness set out in :–. While
it is the children themselves whom Jesus welcomes for their own
sake, such also points beyond them to all those of whatever age
whose acceptance of a childlike status makes them great in Jesus’
new value-scale, where the insignificant and rejected – the sick, out-
cast, Gentiles, women, children – achieve a new acceptance and im-
portance. To lay hands on someone is normally in the Gospels asso-
ciated with healing (several times in Mark, and cf. Matt. :) but here
it is more generally an act of identification and acceptance, not to
mention a naturally affectionate response to children.

iv. The rich young man (:–)
In a culture where wealth was regarded as a sign of God’s blessing and
where a religious teacher was therefore expected to be at least moder-
ately wealthy, the lifestyle of Jesus and his disciples was conspicuously
different. The relation of wealth to discipleship was therefore an im-
portant issue, not least to the disciples themselves. This story serves to
introduce the discussion of the question in the following section.
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. Only Matthew tells us that the one was young (vv. , ); Luke
adds that, as his wealth suggests, he was a leading member of soci-
ety (lit. ‘ruler’). His question, in which there is no indication that he
was not sincere, is rightly concerned with eternal life (cf. :), but
reflects the common assumption that it is to be found by what I must
do rather than by what I am. Indeed what good deed? suggests that he
had in mind some specific act to earn the favour of God, perhaps
a spectacular act of charity, instead of a life of consistent obedience.
For reasons which will emerge in the next verse, Matthew has trans-
ferred the adjective good from the address ‘Teacher’ to the content
of the question.

. Jesus’ reply picks up the word good and explores its implica-
tions. The man’s question had located ‘goodness’ in his proposed
‘good deed’, and so had made it a human quality, as if man were
morally self-sufficient. But in absolute terms, only One is good ; i.e.
human ‘goodness’ is relative to the goodness of God, and so good-
ness is to be found not in our own resources, but in accepting his
standards, and reflecting his character. So it is through keeping God’s
commandments, not through ‘good deeds’ of our own devising, that
we may enter life (cf. :– for this phrase). The commandments
thus function not as an automatic passport to life, but as a pointer
to the absolute goodness of the one who gave them.

On Matthew’s alteration of both question and answer as they ap-
pear in Mark, see N. B. Stonehouse, Origins of the Synoptic Gospels
(), chapter V. Mark’s wording might allow (though of course it
did not require) the inference that Jesus differentiated himself from
God in a way which was embarrassing to a more developed Chris-
tology. We might have averted this possible false inference by adding
a footnote; Matthew achieves this by an adaptation of the wording
which, however, does not affect the main flow of the dialogue
(which is not concerned with Christology), and in particular pre-
serves the crucial statement that only in God is true goodness to be
found.

–. The fifth to the ninth of the Ten Commandments are con-
cerned primarily with the way we treat other people, and are thus ap-
propriately summed up in Leviticus :, You shall love your neighbour
as yourself (cf. : for a similar use of it). These commandments (un-
like the tenth) are primarily concerned with observable actions, and
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therefore it is relatively easy to check one’s performance against them
(though Jesus has shown in :– that this is an inadequate view
of ‘keeping’ them). It is on this basis that the man can claim, prob-
ably quite sincerely, to have observed all these, though the claim betrays
a woefully superficial understanding of the commandment to love
one’s neighbour as oneself, which is thus ‘rendered innocuous’
(TIM, p. ). But he is himself aware that this is not good enough,
and there is no reason to doubt that the question What do I still lack?
denotes a genuine perception that the mere observance of external
rules falls short of true ‘goodness’. Tasker (p. ) suggests that he
has noticed Jesus’ omission of the tenth commandment, and it is on
this that ‘his conscience is troubling him … He has become a slave
to his possessions. There is much wealth in his house, but leanness
in his soul.’

–. The term perfect was used in : (where see comments),
in that case also in contrast with a legalistic misuse of Leviticus :.
It indicates an approach to goodness which exceeds the righteous-
ness of the scribes and Pharisees (:) by going behind the rules to
the will and character of God, who himself is ‘perfect’ (:). This
verse does not teach a ‘higher level’ of discipleship (‘perfection’) to
which only a few attain by extraordinary self-sacrifice, while others
may remain content with ‘entering life’ by mere legal obedience (v.
). All disciples are called to the ‘greater righteousness’ of :, and
to be ‘perfect’ (:). By this more searching demand Jesus shows the
man how inadequate his supposed righteousness (v. ) really was;
it did not touch him at the point of his real interests. To obey ‘per-
fectly’ the command of Leviticus : will involve him in a prac-
tical renunciation for which he is not prepared. So he went away, and
there is no suggestion that he ever returned, or that his supposed
‘keeping of the commandments’ brought him the ‘life’ he was look-
ing for.

Jesus’ further demand includes two elements, first selling and giv-
ing, and then following Jesus. The two must not be separated as if
‘charity’ alone could make ‘perfect’. While the selling and giving will
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be a practical application of Leviticus : (Jeremias, NTT, pp. –
), it is primarily the necessary counterpart of following Jesus, as
vv. – will make clear, and it is discipleship, not just charity, which
is the issue.

But is poverty then an essential condition of discipleship for all?
Verse  will allow that the rich can be saved, and among Jesus’ fol-
lowers there were some who were wealthy, and indeed on whose
wealth he and his closest companions apparently depended for
their living (see on :– for Peter’s home and possessions). The
demands of discipleship will vary for different individuals and situ-
ations. But they will never be less than total availability to the claims
of Jesus, however differently these apply in practice. ‘That Jesus did
not command all his followers to sell all their possessions gives com-
fort only to the kind of people to whom he would issue that
command’ (Gundry, p. ).

v. Wealth and rewards (:–)
The rich man in the preceding section illustrates a general principle:
contrary to popular expectation, wealth is a hindrance in relation to
‘the kingdom of heaven’, where earthly ideas of priorities and re-
wards are turned upside down.

–. If the kingdom of heaven demands the total renunciation of
personal rights and possessions seen in v. , then wealth is a handi-
cap (cf. :). Typically, Jesus illustrates the point with a ludicrous
parallel (cf. :–): the camel, the largest common animal (cf. :),
trying to squeeze through the smallest imaginable hole. Various
wooden attempts to make it less ludicrous (e.g. the later reading
kamilos = ‘cable’, or an imaginary postern-gate called ‘The Needle’s
Eye’) not only fail to appreciate Jesus’ sense of humour, but also
miss the point that humanly it is ‘impossible’ (v. ).

–. By current Jewish thinking the disciples were right to be
astonished. The rich were those whom God had blessed; if they can-
not be saved, who can? So-zo-, ‘to save’, normally in the Gospels refers
to rescue from danger or illness, but here, where it parallels ‘to
enter the kingdom of God’, it anticipates the later ‘theological’
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meaning. Jesus’ reply echoes the thought of Genesis :, and
places ‘salvation’ firmly in the category of the supernatural work of
God (in contrast with the young man’s hope of attaining eternal life
by ‘doing’). On this basis, while wealth may be a handicap, no earthly
circumstances can determine a man’s fate.

. Peter’s question sounds almost mercenary, and perhaps it
was. But while his attitude may be questionable, the idea of rewards,
even ‘compensation’, is one which is not inappropriate, as indeed
Jesus’ reply will make clear; see on :, above.

. The first ‘reward’ that Jesus mentions is in the new world ( palin-
genesia, lit. ‘rebirth’; the only other New Testament use is in Titus :).
The word itself is more typical of Stoic philosophy than of the Jew-
ish milieu, but it effectively conveys the Jewish eschatological hope
of ‘new heavens and a new earth’ in the Messianic age (Isa. :;
:; etc.). Jesus sees that hope fulfilled when the Son of man is en-
throned as king (cf. :–, and for the language cf.  Enoch :;
:–; etc.). The thought is derived from Daniel , where not only
are the themes of thrones, glory, judgment and kingship associated
with ‘one like a son of man’ (vv. –), but that kingship is also given
to ‘the people of the saints of the Most High’ (vv. , ). So here
the followers of the Son of man share his kingship; but whereas in
Daniel  it is Israel who thus rules over the nations, here it is Jesus’ twelve
followers (see on : for the significance of the choice of twelve)
who judge (probably in the Old Testament sense of ruling, Judg. :,
etc.) the twelve tribes of Israel. This remarkable transfer of imagery
graphically illustrates the theme of a ‘true Israel’ of the followers of
Jesus who take the place of the unbelieving nation, a theme which
runs through much of the teaching of Jesus in this Gospel (cf. :–
; :). For further development of the theme of the disciples’
share in Jesus’ kingship, see  Corinthians :; :; Ephesians :;
Revelation :. It also lies behind the request of Zebedee’s wife in
:.

. In Mark : the promise is of a hundredfold compensation
‘now in this time’, while eternal life is ‘in the age to come’. Does
Matthew’s omission of these phrases suggest that he sees the reward
as entirely other-worldly? (So, e.g. TIM, p. .) He does not say so,
and the use of two different verbs (receive, inherit) suggests that there
is still a distinction. But if Mark’s text could have been taken as a
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promise of very literal ‘compensation’, Matthew’s version allows us
both to understand the ‘hundredfold’ in a wider sense (how many
would want a hundred houses, fathers, mothers and children?) and
to realize that eternal life is not something totally separate from the
blessings of discipleship here and now. The point is not a sequence
of stages of reward, but an assurance that the losses which dis-
cipleship may involve will be handsomely repaid.

. This ‘slogan’, which occurs also in : and Luke : (cf.
also Mark :), expresses vividly the general effect of Jesus’ teach-
ing in turning upside-down the world’s values. Here it appropriately
refers back to the discussion of wealth in vv. –, and to the case
of the rich man who failed to make the grade (vv. –), perhaps
also to the reversal of conventional values in vv. –. But it may also
contain a warning to Peter not to imagine that his ‘sacrifice’ (vv. –
) has earned him a place of special honour; this will be the theme
of the following section, after which the slogan is repeated. The verse
therefore functions here both as a conclusion to :– and as the
first member of the ‘framework’ enclosing :–.

vi. The parable of equal wages for unequal work (:–)
F. W. Beare appropriately entitles this story ‘The Eccentric Em-
ployer’. It is not meant to reflect normal economic practice, nor to
be a pattern for labour relations. In an age of unemployment (cf.
Josephus, Ant. xx. –), when there was no state security to fall
back on and no trades union power to protect the worker, when an
employer could literally ‘do what he chose with what belonged to
him’ (v. ), the employer’s action in taking on additional workers
whose productivity could not possibly match the wage they were
paid may be understood as ‘the behaviour of a large-hearted man
who is compassionate and full of sympathy for the poor’ (Jeremias,
PJ, pp. , ). The essential point of the parable is that God is like
that; his generosity transcends human ideas of fairness. No-one re-
ceives less than they deserve, but some receive far more. But this gen-
erosity is offset by the very natural resentment of those who received
only a fair wage. To whom then is this parable addressed? Can we
identify those represented both by the lucky late-comers and by the
jealous regular workers?

Parables are characteristically open-ended, and a general rule for
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their interpretation is, ‘If the cap fits, wear it!’ But sometimes it is
possible and helpful to envisage the situation which originally gave
rise to them. In this case an important clue may be the similarity of
this parable to that of the Prodigal Son, which is also structured
around the contrast between the one who receives (and deserves) fair
treatment and the one who deserves nothing but is given everything,
and the jealousy which results. As that parable was aimed at the re-
ligious leaders who objected to Jesus’ acceptance of tax collectors
and sinners (Luke :–), the same could well be the original aim
of this parable; God’s grace to the undeserving should be a cause for
joy, not for jealousy. At a later date the same message would prop-
erly apply to the acceptance of Gentiles into the people of God, and
at a more personal level, cases like the penitent thief of Luke :–
 might be understood on the same basis as compared with those
whose lives had been devoted to the service of the gospel.

But Matthew has given us a more specific clue, by the way he has
introduced the parable. It follows (and is concluded by) the statement
that Many that are first will be last, and the last first, suggesting that the
message is, in general terms, that God’s standards are not those of
strict reward for services rendered, so that none of us has a claim
as of right on his goodness. More specifically, this follows on the dis-
cussion of rewards in :–; Peter’s (valid) assumption that God
will be no man’s debtor must not be taken to suggest that loyal ser-
vice guarantees a greater reward, that the first disciples ‘who have
borne the burden of the day’ will have precedence over those who
come in after. The ‘rewards’ God gives are not calculated like that
(see on :), and from the viewpoint of human justice they may
sometimes look unfairly generous.

It is a measure of our failure to share God’s values that we feel a
natural sympathy with the complaint of v. , however much we ac-
cept the cool logic of vv. –. ‘It is frightening to realize that our
identification with the first workers, and hence with the opponents
of Jesus, reveals how loveless and unmerciful we basically are. We
may be more “under law” in our thinking and less “under grace” than
we realize. God is good and compassionate far beyond his children’s
understanding!’ (Stein, p. ).

–. In a twelve-hour day from sunrise to sunset, the times rep-
resent roughly  a.m.,  a.m., noon,  p.m. and  p.m. The denarius
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was a normal day’s wage for a labourer. Whatever is right (v. ) would
be assumed to be the appropriate fraction of a denarius. There is no
need to explain the hiring of additional workers at various stages in
the day as normal practice – this is a parable, not a sociological study!
Nor need we decide whether the explanation in v.  was genuine
or a lame excuse for laziness. The point is not their motivation, but
the fact that, for whatever reason, they are ‘workless’ (the literal
meaning of argos, RSV ‘idle’, which is not necessarily pejorative) and
therefore likely to go hungry.

. RSV margin is the literal meaning of the Greek. See on :–
 for ‘evil eye’ as an expression for jealousy and niggardliness.

vii. Third announcement of Jesus’ suffering and death
(:–)
The earlier announcements in : and :– have already set
out the pattern of what awaits Jesus in Jerusalem; but now that the
final climactic journey is under way (since :), the sense of urgency
is increased, and the specific and repeated mention of Jerusalem as the
goal in vv.  and  points insistently towards the ultimate drama
now about to begin. The main elements of the passion have already
been included in : and :– (on which see comments), but
this final announcement is more specific. It makes explicit what was
implied in :, that he will be condemned in a trial which gives for-
mal expression to his nation’s rejection of its Messiah. But at the
same time it also involves the Gentiles in the process, and not only goes
into more detail on the nature of his suffering (mocked and scourged ;
see on :–), but also for the first time specifies the mode of his
death, to be crucified (cf. the sayings about ‘taking the cross’ in :;
:, which, however, stopped short of saying explicitly that this
would be literally the fate of their Master). The effect is to empha-
size not only the totality of the rejection (Jewish leaders and Gen-
tiles), but also the humiliation and the harrowing pain; this is to be
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no glorious martyrdom, but an ugly, sordid butchery. It is thus all the
more striking to read yet again here that he will be raised on the third day ;
the contrast, and the miraculous power which creates it, are more
marked than ever. Verse  will go on to explain the paradox: this ap-
parently tragic death is in fact an act of service, a source of life for
‘many’.

viii. James and John: greatness in service (:–)
While this constitutes an episode in its own right, it also serves to
bring together graphically the messages of the preceding para-
graphs. The idea of heavenly rewards (:–) and the theme of
the first being last (:, illustrated in :–, and repeated in :)
are here taken up in a specific request for a reward in terms of ‘be-
ing first’, and this in the context of Jesus’ ‘kingdom’ (:). In con-
trast with this natural ambition is the example of Jesus, the result of
whose ‘service’ has been outlined in :– in terms of suffering
and rejection; but whereas vv. – left that outcome unexplained,
v.  now shows that it was not to be a meaningless sacrifice: through
death comes life.

. The mother of the sons of Zebedee was a regular member of the
disciple group who accompanied Jesus (:), so her involvement
in her sons’ ambitious ideas is hardly surprising. Mark does not men-
tion her, because James and John were clearly the focus of the
story. Cf. on :, where Matthew similarly omitted the spokesmen to
concentrate on the person from whom the request originated. The
suggestion that her involvement is a fiction designed by Matthew to
present the two apostles in a more favourable light ‘is interesting solely
as an example of ignorance of the ways and manners of mothers
anxious for their sons’ (AB)! For kneeling before, see on : and :.

. The promise of : forms the background to this request;
the ‘thrones’ are already assured, leaving only the question of prece-
dence. And since James and John formed with Peter the ‘inner cir-
cle’ (see on :), the request was humanly quite natural. It may even
be that the ‘snubbing’ of Peter in :, and the implied rebuke of
him in :, seemed to offer a chance for them to take precedence
over him (cf. John :ff. for another possible indication of some
rivalry between Peter and John).

–. For the cup as a metaphor for destined suffering, cf. :,
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and many Old Testament uses (e.g. Isa. :; Jer. :ff.; Ezek.
:ff.). The necessary connection between the cup and the throne,
between suffering and glory, is one which becomes increasingly
clear throughout the New Testament, but already Jesus has been
teaching it since :–. So the brothers’ claim, We are able, like
Peter’s in :, , was not made in ignorance; they meant it, even
though in the event they did not live up to it (:). And one day
they would drink it, James in Acts :, John perhaps in his impris-
onment on Patmos. But even so, their ‘place’ in Jesus’ kingdom is not
to be earned, but is prepared by my Father (cf. :).

. The indignation was that of ‘jealousy not of holy humility’
(Bonnard) – the ten are no more free of ambition than the two brothers.

–. While there may be a note of disapproval in the verbs
katakyrieuo- and katexousiazo- (‘lord it over’ and ‘exercise authority
over’), because human authority is seldom, if ever, exercised with-
out an element of selfishness, the verbs themselves are not neces-
sarily pejorative, and these verses do not suggest that human
society has no need of properly structured authority. The point is
that the values of secular society do not apply among you ; authority
and ‘greatness’ among the disciples of Jesus are the reverse of what
the world is used to; true greatness is in service. In this, as in other
areas of human values, Jesus has turned the world upside down. (Cf.
above, on :–; :–, –; :–; etc. For other teaching
on ‘greatness’, cf. :; :; :–; etc.) Self-importance, the de-
sire to be noticed and respected, the ambition to make one’s mark
and to impose one’s will on others, this is the value-scale of the rat-
race, not of the kingdom of Christ.

. In this the Son of man is an example, not in that his disciples can
also give their lives as a ransom, but in the attitude of service
(putting others first) which inspired his unique self-sacrifice. The
form of our service will be different from his, but its motivation
must be the same, not to be served but to serve. It was his special mission
to fulfil the role of God’s servant in Isaiah : – :, whose life
would be given for the sins of his people. The phrase to give his life
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as a ransom for many is one of the clearest statements in the New Tes-
tament of the saving effect of Jesus’ death. Lytron (‘ransom’) and the
preposition anti (‘for’, literally ‘instead of ’) point clearly to the idea
of his ‘taking our place’, as the payment of an equivalent sum of
money procures the release of the captive (or, in the Old Testament,
the ‘redemption’ of what was dedicated to God: see Lev.  for rele-
vant legislation). There is of course no exact analogy between
Jesus’ death and such ransom-language, so that the passage does not
require us to ask to whom payment is made, or how the ‘equivalent’
is calculated. The point is that a ‘payment’ was needed to achieve the
‘release’ of many, and that Jesus’ death provides it. The servant’s vic-
arious death in Isaiah  provides the closest model for this spiritual
release, just as from another angle the same passage had pointed
to Jesus’ physical ‘bearing of diseases’ (see on :). From the same
passage too comes the unexpected term many (cf. Isa. :–),
which will be repeated in :, again in a context of vicarious suf-
fering echoing Isaiah . At Qumran and in some Rabbinic writings
‘the many’ is a term for the covenant community, derived probably
from the use of the word in Isaiah :– and Daniel :–, ;

but the clear influence of Isaiah  in these two sayings sufficiently
accounts for Jesus’ use of the term. Thus Jesus’ mission to ‘save his
people from their sins’ (:) is now revealed as one of vicarious
death on the pattern of the Servant of God in Isaiah .

ix. Two blind men (:–)
This short story occupies a strategic place in the Gospel: it is the end
of the account of Jesus’ itinerant ministry, and its setting as they went
out of Jericho points forward to the next town on the road, Jerusalem.
The Messianic mission revealed in the preceding chapters is now
reaching its climax, and it is with the open acclamation of his
Messiahship (v. , to be taken up by the crowd in :) that Jesus
approaches the city. But it is typical of Jesus’ Messiahship that it
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expresses itself in an act of ‘service’ (see vv. –) which the
crowd regards as beneath his dignity (see on v. ). The pre-Jerusalem
ministry appropriately concludes with a miracle of healing.

A similar healing of two blind men was recorded in :–; see
comments there on the relation between the two accounts. Here
Matthew is telling, in his usual concise way, the story of the man
whom Mark names as Bartimaeus (Mark :–). But, as in :–
, Matthew mentions two people where Mark tells of only one (see
on : for possible explanations). Here the fact that Mark names the
man may indicate that he was known in the Christian community
as a disciple, in which case it is possible that Mark has omitted to
mention his unnamed partner so as to concentrate attention on the
better-known Bartimaeus.

–. The great crowd, no doubt composed largely of other pil-
grims bound for Jerusalem for the Passover, will become quite a cav-
alcade by :. On Son of David, see above, p. ‒, and on :; it
has been suggested that the fact that it is blind men and Gentiles who
recognize and appeal to Jesus as such is meant to be seen as a rebuke
to the Jewish leaders who failed to grasp a fact which was so obvi-
ous! The crowd clearly see Jesus in the same light (cf. :), and
therefore do not want their ‘Messiah’ troubled with so everyday a
problem as a beggar’s blindness.

–. To stop when accompanied by such an enthusiastic crowd
cannot have been easy. Jesus is again deliberately overturning the
popular sense of priorities for the Messiah. Even at this stage of the
impending confrontation, when one might expect his mind to be on
‘higher things’, he is motivated by pity (the same verb as in :; :;
etc.). ‘In this mere “stopping” of the Son of David, on the way up
to Jerusalem, is all the difference between Jesus and a political or tri-
umphal Messiah, or also between Jesus and a religious genius ab-
sorbed in his own meditation; even the nearness of his own decisive
suffering does not get in the way of his service (v. ) for men’ (Bon-
nard, p. ). The word for eyes in v.  is unusual and poetic, some-
times used of the ‘eyes of the soul’; perhaps Matthew’s use of it, and
the mention that they followed him, suggests that this physical healing
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points to a greater blindness which Jesus can dispel, one which was
seen in the ambition of James and John (:–), and which will
become increasingly clear in the Jewish leaders he is now going to
meet in Jerusalem.

B. Arrival in Jerusalem (:–)

Matthew has not recorded any earlier visit by Jesus to Jerusalem,
though we know from the Fourth Gospel that he had been there sev-
eral times during the course of his ministry, and there are hints of
this earlier ministry also in Matthew (see :; :). But from
: on Matthew has been preparing us for this climactic visit, when
the confrontation between Jesus and the Jewish leaders must come
to a head (cf. :; :–). Now Jericho is behind, and Jesus and
his disciples have reached the final ridge of the Mount of Olives
where the city comes into sight. But they do not come alone, for it
is Passover season when thousands of other Galilean pilgrims would
arrive in Jerusalem by the same route. Among this crowd, and with
their vocal support, Jesus’ arrival is a deliberately staged ‘demon-
stration’, a sequence of symbolic actions designed to have an un-
mistakable impact on the already suspicious Jerusalem authorities
(see on :). The ‘triumphal entry’ and the demonstration in the
temple together constitute a clear and public challenge to them to
face up to a Messianic claim which was the more impressive for be-
ing presented in deeds rather than words. Together with these two
public acts Matthew records an equally symbolic miracle witnessed
by the disciples, whose meaning is closely related to the events in the
temple. :– therefore sets the scene irrevocably for the con-
frontation between the Jewish leaders and their Messiah which is to
follow.

i. The entry (:–)
Jesus had walked all the way from Galilee, and surely did not need to
ride a donkey for only the last two miles. Verses – may well sug-
gest a pre-arranged plan, but even if that was not the case, the use
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of a donkey now (the only time Jesus is ever recorded as travelling
other than on foot) can only have been a deliberate gesture.

Matthew will draw out its Messianic implications in vv. –, and vari-
ous other details of the story which will be noticed in the follow-
ing comments reinforce the impression that Jesus is here presenting
himself as the King of the Jews.

Some details of the story have led scholars to suggest that, despite
the apparently direct sequence from chapter  through to the pas-
sion story in chapters  – , this event in fact took place at the Feast
of Tabernacles or at that of the Dedication. This would mean
that the events of what we have come to know as ‘Holy Week’ in fact
took place over a period of several months, and that the dramatically
swift build-up of the confrontation with which we are familiar owes
more to the literary skill of Mark than to historical fact. The Fourth
Gospel, however, is quite explicit in dating all these events during the
week leading up to Passover (John :, ), and while the shout
of Hosanna, the palms (only in John!) and other features would be
appropriate to the other festivals, there is no reason to regard them
as exclusively tied to those festivals, or as improbable also in the ‘car-
nival’ atmosphere of the build-up to Passover, and in connection
with the arrival of the Messianic king.

. Bethphage was a ‘suburb’, technically part of Jerusalem, but sep-
arated from the city by the steep valley of the Kidron. While the
route over the Mount of Olives was the normal route from the east,
Jesus’ use of the donkey at that point may also have been intended
to remind the pilgrims of the peaceful yet triumphant return of King
David back over the Mount of Olives by which he had fled during
Absalom’s rebellion ( Sam. :), when he too presumably rode on
a donkey ( Sam. :–).
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–. How did Jesus know what they would find? Was this an ex-
ample of his supernatural knowledge? Or did he assume that any vil-
lage street would have donkeys tied up in it? In the latter case it was
a matter of commandeering the first suitable animals they found, us-
ing the right of angareia (‘requisitioning’) which belonged to royalty
and was claimed also by Rabbis, a right which would follow from
Jesus’ description of himself as ‘the Lord’. On the other hand it
is suggested that Jesus had planned the whole thing, and that the
donkeys were ready to be released when the agreed ‘password’ was
given (in much the same way as the room for the Last Supper was
apparently pre-arranged: Mark :–); we know that he had
friends in nearby Bethany (v. ; John :–; :). It is impossible
to be sure of the circumstances, and therefore we cannot build much
on what would be a unique description of himself by Jesus as ‘the
Lord ’. The term would normally mean ‘God’, and the disciples’ re-
sponse could therefore mean ‘They are needed for divine service’.
But ho kyrios could also mean ‘the owner’ (of the donkeys), which
might refer either to Jesus, the ‘real’ owner (as in Derrett’s view
above), or to the actual owner, who may have been in the group ac-
companying Jesus. He will send may refer either to ‘any one’ at the be-
ginning of the verse (so most English versions) or to ‘the Lord’ (in
which case this would still be part of the disciples’ response, as in
Mark :, ‘The Lord … will send it back here immediately’).

Only Matthew mentions two animals, and it is sometimes sup-
posed that he has deliberately exploited the double mention of the
donkey (by Hebrew parallelism) in the Zechariah quotation which
follows in order to introduce a second (fictitious) animal. It can
hardly be supposed that Matthew of all New Testament writers failed
to recognize Hebrew parallelism, and it is hard to see what he would
gain by deliberately separating the two parts of the poetic descrip-
tion to produce two animals. But if he had reason to think there were
in fact two animals, then to notice a ‘hint’ of this in the poetic
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repetition would be in character. Moreover, Mark tells us that the
colt had never before been ridden (Mark :), so that it would be
only prudent to bring its mother as well to reassure it among the
noisy crowd.

–. The formula-quotation (see above, pp. –) is drawn
mainly from Zechariah :, but the first clause comes from Isaiah
:, a passage which also promises the coming of a saviour. The
king promised in Zechariah :– is one who is (literally) ‘vindicated
and saved’ (Matthew omits these words), humble and peaceful, all
in striking contrast with the aggressive militarism of popular Mes-
sianism. The emphasis in Matthew’s version falls on humble (the same
word as ‘gentle’ in : and ‘meek’ in :, cf. the portrait of the
Lord’s servant in :–; see further, TIM, pp. –), a trait
which is demonstrated by the use of a donkey, not because it is be-
neath his royal dignity (see on v. , above) but because it is contrasted
with the warhorse of the military leader. Matthew thus emphasizes
what surely Jesus’ symbolic act was designed to show, that he is Mes-
siah indeed, but a Messiah whose triumphal route leads to suffering
and humiliation, not to a show of force (see further, my JOT, pp.
–).

–. Garments serve as improvised saddle-cloths, placed on both
animals, but there is no need to understand thereon (literally ‘on top
of them’, where ‘them’ could refer as well to the garments as to the
donkeys) as meaning that Jesus rode on both animals in turn. The
mother was brought to help to control the colt as Jesus rode on it,
and both animals were therefore decked appropriately for the fes-
tive occasion.

. Most of the crowd is better translated ‘the very great crowd’;
Matthew wants us to realize that this was an impressive event, not
a passing recognition by a few people. The improvised ‘red carpet’
(cf.  Kgs : for a similar use of garments) marks the arrival of a
great dignitary.

. While Matthew’s version of the shouts of the crowd does not
include an explicit mention of kingship (contrast Mark :; Luke

 M A T T H E W

. So Stendahl, p. ; cf. Lindars, p. .
. See further, Gundry, UOT, pp. –.



:; John :), perhaps in order to avoid too ‘political’ a note,
there is no doubt that their enthusiasm derived from a recognition
of his acted allusion to the ‘king’ of Zechariah :, and the use of
Son of David in this context points the same way. However carefully
Jesus had selected the prophecy which he enacted, it was inevitable
that popular ideas of what Messianic kingship meant would be
quickly aroused. Hosanna is a Greek form of the Hebrew words
translated ‘Save us’ in Psalm :, a phrase which had already come
to be used, more as an exclamation of praise than a prayer, in Jew-
ish worship. From the next verse of Psalm  come also the next
words, Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! This is the last of
the Hallel Psalms ( – ), which were chanted antiphonally at all
the great festivals of Israel, these two verses forming a climax in the
performance. As an expression of religious enthusiasm these ex-
clamations would come naturally to a crowd of Passover pilgrims.

–. When the Magi came looking for the King of the Jews, ‘all
Jerusalem’ was troubled (:). Now when the king arrives all the city
is stirred (literally ‘shaken’, the word from which we get ‘seismic’!).
Whether this is a stirring of enthusiasm or of apprehension is not
clear. Indeed the impression is that the people of the city did not
know what to make of this dramatic arrival, and it was the Galilean
pilgrims accompanying Jesus who enlightened them. The prophet
from Nazareth sounds almost an anticlimax after the positively Mes-
sianic fervour of the preceding verses (see on :– for ‘prophet’,
and on : for ‘Nazareth’), but it is not unlikely that, as well as iden-
tifying the stranger to the people of Jerusalem, the phrase alludes to
the hope of the coming of ‘the prophet’, based on Deuteronomy
:–, which was a significant factor in the eschatological ex-
pectation of many Jews (cf. John :).

ii. The demonstration in the temple (:–)
While the traditional designation ‘the cleansing of the temple’ con-
tains an important truth, it misses much of the significance of this
event. It is the sequel to and culmination of the deliberately symbolic
entry to the city; we see now how the Messiah stakes his claim in the
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central shrine of his people. ‘Planned for prime time and maximum
exposure, it was a “demonstration” calculated to interrupt business
as usual and bring the imminence of God’s reign abruptly, forcefully,
to the attention of all … It was at once a demonstration, a prophetic
critique, a fulfilment event, and a sign of the future’ (Meyer, p.).

Malachi : has already been cited in : to identify John as the
‘messenger’ who prepares the way for the Lord who is coming to his
temple to purify its worship (vv. –). Zechariah : promised the
coming of a day when ‘there shall no longer be a trader in the house
of the LORD of hosts’. Jewish Messianic expectation included the be-
lief (based on the visions of Ezek.  – , and focused by Zech.
:–) that the Messiah would renew and purify the temple, which
had been desecrated not only by pagan conquerors (Antiochus
Epiphanes in , Pompey in  BC) but also by the false worship of
God’s own people. These and other hopes are triggered by Jesus’ ac-
tion when he comes as Lord of the temple to purify it. His demon-
stration thus speaks not only of the corruption of the current Jew-
ish approach to the worship of God, but also of his own Messianic
authority. It is as deliberate and unmistakable a challenge as the don-
key-ride into the city, and its location in the focal point of Israel’s re-
ligion makes it impossible to ignore.

. Matthew does not feel it necessary to mention the interval of
one night which Mark :– records between Jesus’ first arrival
in the temple and his action. He thus makes the direct connection
between the events of vv. – and – more obvious, but Mark’s
note is important in discounting the notion that Jesus’ act was one
of spontaneous anger rather than of deliberate design. The scene is
not in the temple building itself, but in the Court of the Gentiles, a
huge enclosure around the temple proper, where the market in sac-
rificial necessities was established, under the colonnades around
the court. The market performed a useful and indeed necessary role
in providing the animals needed for sacrifice by those who had
travelled from a distance, and the Tyrian currency which was required
for temple dues (see on :), and the market’s location in the Court
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of the Gentiles was sanctioned by the priestly authorities. Nor is it
clear that the traders necessarily took unfair advantage of their
privileged position. Jesus’ action is not directed against the traders
as such (and therefore as a protest on behalf of exploited pilgrims),
but against all who bought as well as all who sold, i.e. against the pilgrims
who had come to sacrifice as well as the traders. It seems, then, that
it is not any specific malpractice that Jesus rejects, but the whole sys-
tem of sacrificial worship which had developed into big business, and
particularly the temple authorities who had allowed its commercial
aspect to become enshrined within the temple precincts (see v.  for
this emphasis). In so doing, Jesus not only clearly sets himself above
the existing religious authorities of his nation, but also claims the
right (which surely can only be Messianic) to declare that the whole
system of sacrificial worship, for all its scriptural origin, has devel-
oped into something which is no longer acceptable to God.

It was a dramatic gesture, an acted parable, for those with eyes to
see, that ‘something greater than the temple is here’ (:). There is
no indication, nor is it likely, that any lasting reform was achieved;
no doubt the tables were back for the rest of the week, and Jesus
took no further action. But the point had been made, and it was not
lost on the authorities.

. My house shall be called a house of prayer comes from Isaiah :,
where it is part of God’s promise that in the time to come there will
be a place for outcasts and foreigners to worship God with his
people. Mark continues with the words ‘for all the nations’, and the
location of the market in the Court of the Gentiles suggests Jesus
had this aspect of the text in mind. But his main point is that the
temple was to be a place of unhindered worship, not of commerce.
Jeremiah’s description of the temple of his day as a den of robbers (Jer.
:) referred not so much to what went on inside the temple as to
how its worshippers behaved in daily life; but Jeremiah’s accusation
of a misplaced confidence in hypocritical worship, and the conse-
quent threat of judgment on the defiled temple (:–), form a
proper ground for Jesus’ predictions of the coming destruction of
the temple (:; :; etc.).

. According to  Samuel :, the blind and the lame are excluded
from (God’s) house by David’s decree. But the Son of David (v. )
welcomes and heals them in the temple. As the only recorded healing
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by Jesus in the temple this is surely significant of his bringing a new
era in which the old ritual barriers give way to God’s purpose of uni-
versal blessing (cf. on Isa. : in previous verse).

–. The children have picked up the shouts of the crowd in v.
. After the events of vv. – it would be surprising if Jesus did
not have a noisy following, even if there was not much theological
depth to the acclamation. But cf. : for the ability of children to
perceive spiritual truth which the learned fail to grasp. For the
unusual combination of chief priests and scribes, cf. :. Hitherto
opposition to Jesus has come from scribes and Pharisees, but his
high-handed action in the temple has now brought the priestly
authorities into the alliance against him. Jesus’ defence of the
children’s enthusiasm is drawn from the LXX version of Psalm :.

But Psalm  talks of praise offered to God, not of the acclamation
of the Messiah or any other man, indeed in explicit distinction
from ‘mere man’ (v. ). Is it then only the idea of the acceptability
of children’s praise to which Jesus refers, or is there implied here a
claim to a status even higher than that of ‘Son of David’?

. During Passover week most pilgrims had to find sleeping ac-
commodation outside the city, and Jesus and his party apparently did
so for the whole of this week (cf. Luke :).

iii. The lesson of the fig-tree (:–)
Matthew’s purpose in including this story is clearly that there are spir-
itual lessons to be drawn from it, hence the inclusion of vv. –.
Few readers have been able to find much value in the story in itself,
indeed many have been embarrassed by its destructiveness and
even apparently petty vindictiveness. It is generally seen more as a
symbolic act, not only in the use the Evangelists make of it, but also
in the original intention of Jesus. As such it relates to the two great
symbolic actions in vv. –, and Mark has made the connection the
more obvious by interweaving the successive episodes of Jesus’
treatment of the temple and of the fig-tree (Mark :–). This
symbolism is fully explored in W. R. Telford’s book, The Barren Tem-
ple and the Withered Tree (); the temple with its barren ritual is as
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fruitless as the tree, and is ripe for destruction. Matthew has disen-
tangled Mark’s interwoven narrative, giving the impression that each
event took place all at once, and by so doing has produced a more
striking miracle story (hence his double use of at once in vv.  and
); the symbolic nature of the tree as a picture of the temple or of
Judaism is thus less emphasized, but still remains to be inferred from
the sequence of the stories.

–. Micah :, with its image of a fruitless fig-tree introduc-
ing a picture of Israel’s moral and religious failure (cf. Jer. :), may
have inspired Jesus’ ‘acted parable’ of the failure of the Judaism of
his day. As Mark : reminds us, ripe figs would not normally be
expected at Passover time, but Jesus may have hoped for the small
and unpalatable early (male) fruit which appear on some trees with
the first leaves at this season (see NBD, p. ). At any rate, a tree
which promises fruit but provides none is an apt symbol of a reli-
gion without godliness, and the summary destruction of the tree can
only point in the same direction as Jesus’ demonstration in the tem-
ple (see on v. , and cf. Jesus’ parable of the barren fig-tree in Luke
:–).

–. It is not the symbolism which the disciples notice, but the
power of Jesus’ word, and their response implies the question, ‘Can
we do such marvels too?’ To have faith and never doubt are really syn-
onyms rather than a description of a particularly strong kind of faith,
for the very similar reply in : has already said that even the ‘small-
est’ faith suffices. This mountain could refer either to the Mount of
Olives or to the temple hill, but there is no ground for seeing spe-
cific reference either to the eschatological splitting of the former
(Zech. :) or to the coming ‘removal’ of the latter; it is rather a
graphic presentation of the proverbial idea of moving mountains
(see on :), i.e. a pictorial way of saying that for God nothing is
impossible.

. The lesson is summed up in words reminiscent of :–, but
with the important qualification that this carte blanche is offered only
to those who have faith. And ‘faith’ is always in Matthew not a
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quality of the one praying, but a relationship of practical trust with
the one to whom prayer is offered (:; :, , ; :; :).

C. Controversies with the Jewish leaders (: – :)

Jesus’ arrival in Jerusalem has been marked so far by provocative and
symbolic actions; now (v. ) he turns to teaching in the colonnades
around the Court of the Gentiles, from which he has just expelled the
traders. But Matthew tells us nothing of his teaching in itself, for what
now follows is a long series of dialogues between Jesus and the of-
ficial leaders of the nation, leading up (in ch. ) to a prolonged and
violent denunciation of those among them who professed to be the
guardians of the nation’s religious and moral conscience, the scribes
and Pharisees. The confrontation which began in :– is thus
carried forward to the point of total mutual rejection, which
must quickly lead to the elimination of Jesus as a disturber of the
peace.

Throughout this section Jesus’ opponents are variously described
as chief priests and scribes (:), chief priests and elders of the
people (:), chief priests and Pharisees (:), Pharisees and
Herodians (:–), Sadducees (:), Pharisees (:, ). The
various power groups in Judaism, who in other respects could not
be expected to see eye to eye, are thus all in their different ways
drawn into active opposition to Jesus. But these are only the leaders,
and the ordinary people are explicitly set over against them, as be-
ing ‘astonished at his teaching’ (:) and accepting Jesus as a
prophet, to the chagrin of the authorities (:; cf. :). In :–
 Jesus appeals to the crowds over the heads of their supposed re-
ligious mentors. It is thus the leadership of Israel, not Israel as a
whole, which is here clearly on a collision course with Israel’s Mes-
siah. (But see further, on :–.)

i. The question of authority (:–)
. The chief priests and elders together with the scribes made up the

Sanhedrin, which was responsible for maintaining order in civil and
religious affairs. This was, then, a high-level deputation. These things
are presumably Jesus’ actions in vv. –, but underlying the ques-
tion are the ummistakable claims which those actions involved,
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which had led to the explicitly Messianic reaction of the crowd (vv.
, ) to which they had already objected.

–. Jesus’ reply, evasive as it appears, actually uses an ap-
proved Rabbinic method of debate by counter-question. Nor is this
a ‘clever’ trick question irrelevant to the issue, for the authority of
Jesus was closely bound up with that of John, who had spoken of the
‘one to come’, and whose mission Jesus had publicly endorsed. To
believe John would properly lead to the acceptance of Jesus as sent
by God. John’s baptism, besides being the most distinctive feature of
his ministry, was the one most obviously offensive in its radical im-
plications for membership of the true Israel (see on :–, ). At this
point too Jesus’ message was in line with that of John, as the fol-
lowing parables will make very clear.

–. The leaders’ dilemma was not one of genuine uncer-
tainty (they did not accept John’s credentials) but of diplomacy. But
by declining to pronounce an ‘official’ verdict on John, whose min-
istry was so clearly in line with that of Jesus, they had forfeited the
right to challenge publicly the authority of Jesus.

ii. Three polemical parables (: – :)
While these parables are distinct from one another, the placing of
the three together as this point in Matthew’s Gospel adds greatly to
their impact, and is an important point to note in interpreting each
one individually. All are clearly directed against the Jewish leaders,
and all are concerned with the question of who is really acceptable
to God, who are his true people. The theme of the failure and re-
jection of official Israel which runs through these parables is one
which recurs more prominently in Matthew’s Gospel than in the
others, achieving its most explicit expression in :. We have
noted this theme already in such passages as :–; :–; :–
; :–; :–; :–. It is also implicit both in the growing
tension between Jesus and the establishment and also in some of his
teaching, which suggests that the true Israel is now to be found in
himself and in those who follow him. It has been vividly enacted in
this chapter both in the demonstration in the temple and in the sym-
bolic destruction of the fig-tree; and it will appear with new force
in the denunciations of ch. , culminating in the prediction of the
destruction of the temple which will also form the main theme of
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ch. . It is within this sustained build-up that these three parables
occupy an important place.

(a) The two sons (:–). –. The story is clear and simple, and
its point is obvious, that what counts is not promise but perform-
ance. As in :–, the emphasis is on what we do (v. ; cf. on :–
). Its application is to the contrast between you (the chief priests
and elders, v. ) and the tax collectors and the harlots, those whom they
most despised and regarded as furthest from pleasing God (see on
:–). In the background of this parable lies the scandalized re-
action of the religious leaders to Jesus’ association with such outcasts
(see :–, etc.), which also gave rise to another parable about two
sons in Luke . The paradox is deliberately sharp and uncomfort-
able; as in :– the tables are turned, and the unlikely are accepted
while the ‘religious’ are excluded. (Go in before, while it clearly states
the priority of the tax collectors and prostitutes, does not explicitly
either include or exclude the religious leaders from the kingdom of
God; but the clearly opposite attitudes of the sons in the parable, and
the even clearer message of vv. –, suggest that the verb points
to displacement and not only precedence.) The connection of the
parable with the preceding dialogue in vv. – indicates that the
leaders’ failure was not merely in terms of moral and religious sin-
cerity, but in the fact that they, the leaders of God’s people, had failed
to recognize and welcome God’s saving action in the ministry of
Jesus, to which the outcasts had eagerly responded. It was this that
excluded them from the kingdom of God. (This phrase, rather than
Matthew’s regular ‘kingdom of heaven’, is used here and in v. ,
both in connection with the rejection of the religious leaders, per-
haps to emphasize the personal nature of that response to and re-
lationship with God in which they have failed.)

. This verdict is illustrated in the reaction of the two groups
to John. The leaders could not recognize for themselves the way of
righteousness (Semitic for ‘right way’; cf. Prov. :) which he both
preached and exemplified, and even when they saw how the tax col-
lectors and prostitutes were changed by his message, even this was
not enough to convince them. As in vv. – (and see above, on
:), Jesus here firmly endorses and aligns himself with the message
of John. If they had believed John, they would also have accepted
Jesus.
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(b) The tenants of the vineyard (:–). This parable is usually de-
scribed as ‘allegorical’, since its story is clearly to be understood as
corresponding to the different phases of God’s dealings with Israel,
the application being made explicit in v. . Most commentators re-
gard this allegorical use of the story as a later adaptation of an ori-
ginally simple parable of Jesus, which is variously reconstructed as
a vindication of the offer of the gospel to the poor, an attack on
the strong-arm tactics of the Zealots, a commendation of resolute
opportunism similar to that of the unjust steward, and many
more. All such reconstruction is speculative; there can be no doubt
that the parable as we have it is about Israel’s failure in its duty to God
and its consequent danger, and Trilling (pp. –) has argued co-
gently that this was its original sense, with v.  as the logical con-
clusion in Jesus’ proclamation, not just in Matthew’s interpretation.
Even in its simplest form, as found in the Gospel of Thomas, the
parable appropriately conveys this message, even though nothing is
said about reprisals after the killing of the son. Derrett (pp. –)
has helpfully filled in the social and economic background to the
story, and argues that all the details ring true and need not be ascribed
to the demands of allegory, though his reconstruction of the situ-
ation involves a lot of reading between the lines.

. A new vineyard was a major and long-term investment, from
which no returns could be expected for at least four years (Derrett,
pp. –). The householder is, then, a man of capital and an ab-
sentee landowner, while the tenants are the actual growers, respon-
sible to pay him a fixed proportion of the proceeds. The language
of this verse clearly echoes Isaiah :, another famous story of a dis-
appointing vineyard. The reason for failure here is different (the ten-
ants, not the vines), but no Jewish hearer could fail to recognize in
the owner and the vineyard a picture of God and his people Israel.
(For similar imagery cf. Ps. :ff.; Jer. :; Ezek. :ff.)

–. All the versions of the story differ slightly over the details
of how many servants were sent and how they were treated, but the
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theme of God’s repeated appeal, particularly through his prophets,
is clear in all.

. The Gospel of Thomas says that the owner (generously) at-
tributed the rejection of the first servant to the tenants’ failure to rec-
ognize him. But with his son there can be no such excuse; he comes
with the full authority of his father. Cf. Hebrews :– for the Son
as God’s last word in succession to the prophets. While the point is
not explicitly applied, it is hard to believe that after the revelations
of : and :, and after his use of language like :, Jesus could
have used the word son in his story without intending it to point to
his own relationship with God. If so, this would be, according to
Matthew, his first public claim, even if not explicit, to be Son of God,
and may well lie behind Caiaphas’ charge in :.

–. Unless the tenants believed the father to be dead (as
Jeremias suggests, PJ, pp. –), how could they expect the murder
of the heir to give them the title to the vineyard? Derrett argues (pp.
–) that the owner’s failure to obtain rent for four years would
forfeit his title to the property. But the story smacks more of instinc-
tive rejection and unthinking greed than of careful legal reasoning; and
the rejection of God’s sovereignty, and therefore of his Son, by his
people is more a matter of ‘gut reaction’ than of reasoned policy.

–. As in v.  (and cf. vv. –), Jesus’ opponents are made
by a question to pronounce what turns out to be their own con-
demnation, just as David was made to do by Nathan ( Sam. :–
). The other tenants will be explained in v. , but both there and here
it is stressed that their tenure too will depend on their producing the
fruits ; there is no room for complacency on the part of the new
people of God (cf. Paul’s argument in Rom. :–).

. From the rejected son of the story we turn to the rejected stone
of Psalm :–, perhaps helped in Jesus’ original words by the
well-known assonance between the two words (ben and ’eben) in
Hebrew (see on :). The psalm referred originally to the deliverance
of Israel from a situation where it seemed their enemies had tri-
umphed, a deliverance which could be ascribed only to the miracu-
lous intervention of God on behalf of his chosen people. Jesus, and
other New Testament writers following his lead (Acts :;  Pet. :,
), saw in this a prefiguring of his own rejection and subsequent vin-
dication when God raised him from the dead and set him at his right
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hand. The quotation here serves to round off the parable by pro-
viding the missing element in its presentation of the Jews’ rejection
of Jesus, i.e. his subsequent vindication in the resurrection. It is not
certain whether the head of the corner is to be understood as the key-
stone in the foundation (so apparently Eph. :) or in the top of
the wall (see NIDNTT, III, pp. –); either way it is the stone
on which the structure depends.

. Therefore I tell you indicates a solemn pronouncement, and
there follows the most explicit statement in Matthew of the view that
there is to be a new people of God in place of Old Testament Is-
rael. It is expressed in terms of the transfer of the kingdom of God ;
Trilling (p. ) suggests that the personal form of the expression is
used here (rather than ‘kingdom of heaven’; cf. :) to indicate ‘the
presence of God in his people’s history and his gracious saving work’:
i.e. the sphere in which we must look for God at work in salvation
is no longer the nation of Israel but another nation. This is not the
Gentiles as such (that would require the plural ethnesin, not the sin-
gular ethnei ), but a people of God derived from all nations, Jew and
Gentile, who now, as  Peter : makes clear, constitute the ‘holy na-
tion, God’s own people’, which was Israel’s prerogative according to
Exodus :–. There is thus both continuity and discontinuity: the
reign of God continues, and remains focused on a ‘nation’, but the
composition of that ‘nation’ has changed, not just by the replace-
ment of its leaders, whose failure the parable has highlighted, but by
the new principle of belonging which has been set out in :–;
:–; :–; :–; :–, etc.; it is a nation which pro-
duces fruits, not one whose membership is automatic.

. The verse given in RSV mg. is practically the same as Luke :,
which adds to the stone metaphor of Psalm : two further al-
lusions to Old Testament ‘stone’-passages, Isaiah :– and Daniel
:–, –. Since many of the older witnesses to the text of
Matthew omit the verse here, it is commonly regarded as a later in-
sertion from the Lucan parallel. The similar collection of ‘stone’-pas-
sages in  Peter :– (cf. Rom. :–) shows that these texts were
important in early Christological interpretation of the Old Testament.
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–. Both John and Jesus had a degree of popular support that
baffled the religious leaders (cf. v. ). The theme will recur in :–
 (cf. :) and provides the situation which made Judas’ betrayal
a necessity for them.

(c) The wedding feast (:–). Commentators spend much time dis-
cussing what was the original form and purpose of this parable.
Comparison with Luke :– and Gospel of Thomas  leads
most to conclude that these versions are closer to an original simple
story about a supper party where the invited guests all excused them-
selves and previously uninvited people from the streets took their
place. The moral of the story was then a warning to take up God’s in-
vitation while it was still open (so esp. Thomas) and/or a justification
of Jesus’ acceptance of social and religious outcasts in place of the re-
spectable (so esp. Luke). But Matthew, it is usually concluded, has
transformed this simple story by turning the householder into a king,
the supper into a wedding feast, and the (one) servant into a series of
deputations, by virtually ignoring the excuses of those previously in-
vited and by adding instead the quite incongruous theme of the
killing of the messengers, resulting in a military expedition to burn
down the offenders’ city (while the supper goes cold?); then, to com-
plicate matters still further, Matthew has added an originally separate
parable about an improperly dressed guest (which hardly fits the situ-
ation described in v. ). In so doing, we are told, Matthew has made
Jesus’ simple moral tale into an allegory of the history of salvation to
match :–, with in v.  an explicit ex eventu reference to the de-
struction of Jerusalem in AD  to make the application unmistakable.

Underlying this view is the assumption that all three versions stem
from a single original form, even though they are too different to be
traced to the same immediate source. It is a questionable assump-
tion. Most preachers will use a good story more than once, and in
different forms to suit different contexts, and there is no improb-
ability in Jesus’ doing likewise. At any rate, it seems a better method
to examine Matthew’s text as it stands, and see whether it makes
sense in its own terms, rather than as a supposed adaptation of a lost
original.

 M A T T H E W

. See H. Palmer, NovT  (), p. .



And in Matthew’s text the context is important. As part of Jesus’
running dialogue with the religious leaders, and in succession to the
two parables in :–, it would be strange if this story did not
have something to say about their failure to meet God’s requirements
and about a consequent change in the composition of the people of
God. In other words, the ‘allegorical’ content of the story is likely
to be in this case, as in :–, essential to the function of the par-
able. If the story sometimes verges on the absurd, why not? It is,
after all, a parable, not a sober historical narrative, and parables are
designed to convey lessons, not to be mirrors of real life.

–. As in : and in :ff., a banquet symbolizes the blessings
of God’s salvation. Those who were invited would already have received
and accepted an earlier invitation; it was customary to send again to
tell them when the meal was ready, and it is this second invitation
which is given in v.  and repeated in v. . Their double refusal is
therefore going back on their previous promise, as in the case of the
disobedient son in :, and of the tenants in :–, whose ori-
ginal contract implied a promise to deliver the produce. This
parable too, then, is aimed at the already religious, not at outsiders
who reject God’s invitation at the first hearing. They give a higher
priority to their farm and business, for they cannot serve both God and
mammon (:). The Gospel of Thomas version of the story
stresses this by concluding, ‘The buyers and the merchants shall not
come into the places of my Father.’

–. Here the application has stretched the story beyond the
bounds of real-life probability, though Derrett (p. ) points out
that to refuse a king’s wedding-invitation could be tantamount to pol-
itical insubordination. The treatment of the servants recalls that in
:–, and it seems probable that Israel’s rejection of the prophets
(and of Jesus’ disciples?) is in view. Their city, which reads very oddly
in the context of the story (did all the invitees live in one city, which
was not that of the king?), is clearly intended in that case to refer
to Jerusalem, and this verse must then refer to the destruction of
Jerusalem in AD . This has often been taken as proof of an ori-
gin late in the first century for at least this feature of the parable, but
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Robinson (pp. –) argues that it is stock language which not only
does not require a knowledge ex eventu, but in fact does not cor-
respond precisely to what happened in AD , since the city was not
burnt, only the temple. :– and : (cf. :?) make it clear
that Jesus expected Israel’s rejection of God’s message to result in
the destruction of the temple.

–. The theme of a different, and unexpected, people of God
to take the place of those who failed to respond has concluded both
the preceding parables (:–, –). As the gospel is preached
to a wider circle (which, as in :, is not necessarily only Gentile)
it will attract both bad and good, and it is this problem which necessi-
tates a further expansion of the story in vv. –, leading up to the
overall summary in v. .

–. A wedding garment is not a special type of garment, but the
clean clothes (preferably white) which would normally be worn on
a special occasion; to come in dirty clothes is an insult to the host.

Each guest was responsible for his own clothing. Augustine’s theo-
logically motivated suggestion that the host provided special gar-
ments is supported by no relevant evidence. It was prompted by the
question how a man just brought in from the street could have had
opportunity to go home and change; but this is simply another fea-
ture where the parable departs from real-life probability in order to
draw out a lesson. And that lesson is that, though entry to God’s sal-
vation is free for all, it is not therefore without standards, or to be
taken lightly. The warning that the new tenants must produce the
fruit (:, ) is here reinforced. It was the claim to belong with-
out an appropriate change of life which characterized the old Israel
and brought about its rejection; the new people of God must not fall
into the same error. The garment should probably not be pressed fur-
ther than this to represent specifically repentance, or justification, or
any specific ‘works’; it is simply a life appropriate to one of God’s
new people. Without it, there can be no guarantee of security, as
:– has already made clear. The treatment of the offender is, of
course, also described in terms which reflect more the application
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of the story than the real-life situation; for the terms used, see :;
:, . As in the parables of the weeds and the net, it is only
the final judgment which will reveal who are the true guests at the
banquet.

. This well-known epigram sums up in different ways the mes-
sage of both parts of the parable. Those who went to their farm and
business had been called, but were not chosen. And even among those
called in from the streets, we have seen one (representative of many)
who turned out in the end not to be chosen, despite his response to
the invitation. But in each case the fault was their own, whereas cho-
sen suggests to us that their fate depended on someone else’s (God’s)
‘choice’, thus raising all the familiar problems of the doctrine of elec-
tion. Jeremias (NTT, p. ) sees eklektoi (‘chosen’) as ‘a technical
term for the messianic community of salvation’, the emphasis be-
ing on the fact of membership, not on the means of achieving it.
Certainly this suits the context, and the fact that eklektoi can be used
in relation to this parable suggests that our tidy logical distinction be-
tween divine ‘selection’ and culpable human rejection of God’s of-
fer is not easy to impose on the New Testament. The message of the
verse is that or the parable of the sower: there is many a slip between
initial response to the gospel and ultimate fruitfulness.

iii. The question of imperial taxes (:–)
It was the imposition of direct Roman taxation that had sparked off
the revolt of Judas of Galilee in AD , and Judas’ ideology was the
mainspring for many of the resistance movements which we con-
veniently label collectively as ‘Zealots’. To approve of Roman tax-
ation was to come out openly against this militant nationalism which
enjoyed strong popular support, and it was no doubt the hope of
Jesus’ questioners that he would thus forfeit much of his following.
But the opposite answer would be a convenient proof of Jesus’ trea-
sonable attitude, to be used in persuading the Roman governor to
act against him. The question was therefore a clever ‘trap’ (the lit-
eral meaning of entangle in v. ). If ever there was a time when the
Pharisees were open-minded about Jesus, it has now clearly passed.

–. The Herodians, who appear only here in Matthew, were pre-
sumably partisans of the Herodian family (and therefore of Antipas
in particular), whose political allegiance was therefore indirectly to

M A T T H E W   :   ‒   :   



Rome. Their rather unlikely collaboration with the Pharisees here rep-
resents therefore the two sides of Jesus’ dilemma, for the Pharisees,
while not usually noted for political activity, are unlikely to have ap-
proved whole-heartedly of the Gentile rule over the people of
God. The address to Jesus, while it contains an element of flattery,
reflects what was surely his actual reputation, that of a fearless
teacher and controversialist. All that has happened since his arrival
in Jerusalem amply illustrates his willingness to speak his mind. (Re-
gard the position of is literally ‘look at the face of ’, an idiom taken up
in the word translated ‘partiality’, e.g. in Acts :; Rom. :;
Eph. :; Jas :, ; cf. NEB, ‘truckling to no man’!)

. The tax (the Greek is singular) is specifically the poll-tax
levied on all Jews and paid direct to Rome. There were other in-
direct taxes on sales, customs, etc., but this tax was the primary mark
of their political subjection to a foreign power. Lawful does not re-
fer to Roman law (there was no question about that!), but to the law
of God; is it permissible for the people of God to express allegiance
to a pagan emperor?

–. For hypocrites, see on :. Here it is the idea of insincerity
rather than inconsistency which is prominent. The money for the tax
was the Roman denarius (see on :–), a coin which strict Jews
found objectionable because it bore a portrait of the emperor (and
the Decalogue forbade the making of images) and also an inscrip-
tion describing him as ‘son of a god’ (see Derrett, pp. –). For
normal commerce special copper coins were minted without these
features, out of deference to Jewish susceptibilities; so no Jew need
handle the objectionable denarius except to pay his tax, for which it
was obligatory. The fact that Jesus’ questioners could provide one
on demand cut the ground from under their feet – they were using
Caesar’s money, so let them also pay his taxes! Indeed the verb
Jesus uses reinforces this point: render generally means ‘give back’
(whereas the verb they had used in v.  was simply ‘give’). It is the
verb for paying a bill or settling a debt; they owe it to him.

But Jesus’ reply does not stop with a simple acceptance of Roman
taxation. To God the things that are God’s has sometimes been regarded
as virtually cancelling the previous words, since God’s claim is above
that of Caesar. But that is to make nonsense of Jesus’ argument
drawn from the production of the coin. The addition serves rather
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to put the whole issue in a wider perspective. It was loyalty to God
which was the basis for Zealot objections to Roman taxation, but
Jesus, without reducing the demands of loyalty to God, indicates that
political allegiance even to a pagan state is not incompatible with it.
This is not a rigid division of life into the ‘sacred’ and the ‘secular’,
but rather a recognition that the ‘secular’ finds its proper place
within the overriding claim of the ‘sacred’. What should happen when
the two conflict is not at issue here; in the political situation of
Jesus’ time he, unlike the ‘Zealots’, clearly sees no such conflict.

. It was an answer with which no Zealot could be content, if
he understood Jesus’ meaning, but the words could not be unam-
biguously construed as firmly for or against the Zealot option. So
it was a clever answer, at which they marvelled. But if the interpret-
ation given above is correct, Jesus did not just evade the trap with
slick ambiguity, but laid down an important principle for his
followers who would soon face the issue of the legitimacy of
secular authority, even though there is no easy rule of thumb by
which to apply that principle to each specific situation.

iv. The question about resurrection (:–)
‘The Sadducees hold that the soul perishes along with the body’
(Josephus, Ant. xviii. ). Their question is therefore, for them, no
more serious than that of the Pharisees and Herodians. Indeed it has
the air of a stock example, designed to ridicule belief in the resur-
rection by a reductio ad absurdum. But as in the previous case, Jesus
turns the trick question into an occasion for positive teaching.

. The same day emphasizes to the reader that the whole se-
quence of debate from : to : forms a complete whole, in
the light of which each individual argument is to be understood. The
Sadducees’ denial of a resurrection was a corollary of their insistence on
taking only the Pentateuch as their scriptural authority. Passages like
Isaiah :; Daniel :, on which the Pharisees based their belief
(see Acts :), were therefore for them a later deviation from the
religion of Moses.

. The basis of their ‘objection’ is the levirate law of Deuteron-
omy :–; their summary of this law concludes with some words
from Genesis :, an actual example of the application of this prin-
ciple in the family of Judah. Marry is not the normal Greek word, but
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a technical term for the performance of the levirate duty. Raise up
(anaste-sei ) echoes resurrection (anastasis) in v. , and may hint that such
physical ‘continuity’ is the only ‘resurrection’ they recognize.

–. It seems that the levirate law remained in force, since the
Rabbis continued to discuss such cases (Mishnah Yebamoth). So the
story may not be entirely hypothetical, though its resemblance to that
of Sarah in Tobit :– may indicate an origin in popular story-
telling.

. You are wrong applies both to the specific case cited (which
Jesus deals with in v. ) and to the real issue underlying it (which will
be tackled in vv. –). Of course the Sadducees did know the scrip-
tures (at least those books which they regarded as such) in a super-
ficial sense, but they had not penetrated through to their real mean-
ing and thereby discovered the power of God ; so there are not here two
separate causes of error, but a failure to understand Scripture which
leads to an inability to appreciate what God can do. Their outlook
was essentially that of secular man, who cannot accept a God whose
work goes beyond present human experience; a knowledge of Scrip-
ture (even only of the Pentateuch, from which Jesus will argue in vv.
–) should have taken them beyond that.

. The specific problem they had cited was inappropriate because
it assumed that a resurrection life must be subject to the same con-
ditions as life on earth. But ‘the power of God’ (v. ) creates a
wholly new kind of life, not a mere reanimation of that which we
experience now (see the argument of  Cor. :–). In this new
deathless life there will be no place for procreation, and the exclu-
sive relationship within which this takes place on earth will therefore
not apply. It is this aspect of marriage which Jesus’ argument ex-
cludes from the resurrection life, rather than any suggestion that lov-
ing relationships have no place there. The Sadducees’ question may
have been cynical, but the issue it raises is a real one for those who
have married more than once; Jesus’ reply points them to a possi-
bility of fulfilment of these relationships in the risen life which the
exclusiveness of the marriage bond in earthly life would have ren-
dered unthinkable. Jealousy and exclusion will have no place there.
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–. The real issue for the Sadducees was not the question of
marriage but the possibility of resurrection at all. Jesus draws his ar-
gument from Exodus :, part of the Scriptures which the Sadducees
accepted. It is so compressed as to seem quite unconvincing. But
study of the context from which the quotation is taken suggests a
deeper theological reasoning than is apparent on the surface. When
God spoke to Moses at the burning bush, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob
had long been dead, and yet God identified himself as their God. But
could he be God of the dead? As Calvin comments, ‘As no man can
be a father without children, nor a king without a people, so, strictly
speaking, the Lord cannot be called the God of any but the living.’
It is in this context that God reveals his name, Yahweh, ‘I AM WHO

I AM’ (Exod. :–), and the object of that revelation is to assure
Moses of the active, saving presence of God with his people to res-
cue them from Egypt. Could this living, saving, covenant-keeping
God establish a relationship with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob only to
allow it to be terminated by death? ‘To be the God of ’ implies a car-
ing, protecting relationship which is as permanent as the living God
who makes it. ‘With unsurpassable brevity this sentence says that
faith in God includes the certainty of conquering death’ (Jeremias,
NTT, p. ).

. We are not told what the Sadducees made of Jesus’ argument,
except that it ‘silenced’ them (v. ). But his argument had not been
intended for them alone, and the crowd recognized this as something
new and remarkable. Cf. on :– for their being astonished at his
teaching. Throughout this dialogue with the religious leaders in chap-
ters  –  this ‘crowd’ is an important though silent participant
(cf. :; :). Much of the teaching is intended for public con-
sumption.

v. The greatest commandment (:–)
The combination of Deuteronomy : and Leviticus : to form
a summary of the requirements of God’s law, which forms the
heart of this episode, occurs again in Luke :– as a lawyer’s re-
ply to Jesus’ question, ‘What is written in the law?’ – a reply which
Jesus approves, and which leads into the parable of the Good
Samaritan in order to define the scope of ‘neighbour’ in Leviticus
:. The passages are sufficiently different to indicate two
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separate occasions when this combination of Old Testament texts
played a central role in Jesus’ ethical teaching; indeed it is likely that
he made frequent use of such a creative summary (cf. : for an
alternative ‘summary of the law’). Both texts were frequently referred
to in Jewish ethical discussion, but they are not found singled out
together in this way in Jewish writings. This teaching of the primacy
of love is taken up by Paul in his statement that ‘love is the
fulfilling of the law’ (Rom. :–; cf. Gal. :; Jas :), and has
remained at the centre of Christian ethics ever since, though the
proper balance between love for God and love for the ‘neighbour’
has been, and remains, a source of tension between the ‘other-
worldly’ and the ‘this-worldly’ demands of discipleship.

–. The outcome of this ‘discussion’ will be richly positive
teaching, but its motivation is again hostile. They came together prob-
ably echoes deliberately the plotting of the heathen against God’s
anointed in Psalm : (Gundry, UOT, p. ), and the question is, as
in :; :; :–, a test. It was, of course, an entirely legitimate
question, and discussions of the relative importance of command-
ments frequently occupied the Rabbis. Distinction between ‘hard’
and ‘easy’ commandments, even between more and less ‘weighty’
ones, was permissible, but in principle every command (and the
scribes distinguished  commands in the Old Testament law) was
equally binding. An incautious reply by Jesus could suggest that he
repudiated some of these commandments, and thus lay him open
to a charge of ‘annulling the law’ (cf. on :).

–. Deuteronomy :–, from which this quotation is taken,
was repeated twice daily by pious Jews as the opening of the Shema‘.
It therefore already played a key role in Jewish religious life, and Je-
sus’ emphasis on this text could cause no surprise. Heart, soul and
mind are not different ‘parts’ of man, but different ways of thinking
of the whole man in his relation to God; no clear distinction can be
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drawn between them. Dianoia (‘mind’) perhaps indicates more our
intellectual commitment, but this is also a part of the biblical mean-
ing of the heart (see on :; :). The three nouns together indi-
cate the essential nature of man, his ultimate, fundamental loyalty,
not just a superficial allegiance.

. Leviticus : is declared to be like Deuteronomy :; i.e. the
two stand together, on a level of their own, as the guide to all the
other commandments of the law. Neither is to be raised above the
other; each depends on the other for its true force. This text has al-
ready been quoted and interpreted in :–, where it has been
made clear that the neighbour is not just, as in Leviticus, the fellow-
Israelite, but includes the ‘enemy’. As yourself assumes, rather than
commands a basically self-centred orientation, which Jesus requires
his disciple to overcome.

. The two great commandments do not dispense with all the
rest (such an answer would have been a dangerous response to the
‘test’), but the rest depend on them (literally ‘hang’, a technical term
for laws which are derivable from others). They remain command-
ments of God, but they find their coherence in the overriding prin-
ciple of the double commandment to love. Jesus’ words here are not,
then, a recommendation of what has come to be known as ‘situa-
tionalism’, the view that there are no principles for Christian conduct
other than to do the most loving thing in the given situation. Rather
they direct us to understand and apply the commandments of the
law within the context of an obligation to love God and man, an ob-
ligation of which the commandments are themselves particular ex-
pressions.
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vi. The Messiah as Son of David (:–)
The series of ‘discussions’ ends with Jesus taking the initiative. The
question he poses is, at least on the surface, one of ‘academic’
theology – is it correct to describe the Messiah as ‘Son of David’?
In this context, however, it cannot be merely academic, for
Jesus himself has just been hailed as ‘Son of David’ by the crowds
(:, ), and the title has recurred several times in the course
of his public ministry (:; :; :; :–). It was, of
course, a commonplace of Jewish expectation that a Messiah
would come who was David’s son and successor on the throne
of Judah (see esp. Psalm of Solomon ), and it is in this light that
Jesus’ significance has been seen by at least some of his followers.
But the title will not be used again, and it is a cross, not a throne,
which awaits Jesus. In what sense, then, if at all, is he David’s
son?

We have seen repeatedly that for Matthew it is important to
claim that Jesus is descended from David. (See p.  and, e.g., on :,
; :.) Matthew cannot, then, have believed that Jesus here
denied his Davidic lineage. And if he had done so, the early
church could hardly have continued to stress the fact as it did
(see Rom. : for an early Christian confession to this effect).
The point here is rather that the title is inadequate, if not mislead-
ing, as a guide to the nature of Jesus’ Messianic mission. He is no
mere successor or replica of David, but rather he is David’s
Lord, with an authority far higher than a merely earthly national
throne.

The same Old Testament text (Ps. :) will be used to make the
same point in :. The method of argument is one familiar in Rab-
binic debate, to set up two scriptural themes which are apparently
in conflict (an ‘antinomy’) and to seek for a resolution. The Gospels
record only the antinomy (David’s son/David’s Lord), not the res-
olution, but we may fairly assume that it lies in the recognition of two
levels of Messiahship, much as in Romans :– Jesus is declared
‘descended from David according to the flesh’ but also ‘Son of
God in power …’. They are not mutually exclusive truths, but
complementary. So Jesus is David’s son, but he is far more. And the
political connotations which ‘Son of David’ carried made it, on its
own, a potentially misleading title, which Jesus never claimed for
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himself, though he defended the right of others to apply it to him
(:–).

–. What is a monologue by Jesus in Mark and Luke appears
as a question-and-answer dialogue in Matthew. The title Son of David
thus appears directly in the mouths of the Pharisees; it is Jesus’ role
to question this traditional language. At the same time the explicit
question Whose son is he? suggests that an alternative account is
needed; if he is not David’s son, then whose? If he is not ‘answer-
able to’ David, from whom is his authority derived? The question is
left unanswered, but its implications are obvious.

–. The conclusion that the Messiah is David’s Lord is drawn
from Psalm :, a verse which became one of the key Old Testa-
ment passages for early Christian understanding of the role of
Jesus. The argument depends on Jesus’ explicit view that the Psalm
was written by David, and that it refers to the Messiah, neither of
which is endorsed by most modern critical scholarship, but both of
which were apparently universally accepted among Jesus’ contem-
poraries. The term my Lord (which in Hebrew is not the same as
‘the LORD’ representing the name of God) clearly implies that the
one so described is in a position superior to the speaker, David. And
when David used that term he was inspired by the Spirit (literally just
‘in [the] Spirit’), i.e. he spoke as a prophet. So the Messiah is divinely
designated as superior to David.

. It is obvious what answer Jesus implies, but no one was able to
answer him a word, because the question was not just an academic one
as posed by Jesus, and to accept his argument would be to recognize
him as ‘something greater than David’ (to use the formula of :,
, ; cf. on :–). The fear of further debate suggests that their
silence was itself a damaging admission, and they could not risk be-
ing manoeuvred into further admissions. Thus the whole sequence
of debate which began in : leaves Jesus in possession of the
field. From now on he will not debate with the authorities, but will
go over their heads to the crowd.
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vii. The failure of scribes and Pharisees (:–)
This long section, while it can conveniently be divided into two sec-
tions with regard to the style and the audience addressed, is all on
one theme, and as in the case of other such ‘discourses’ (chs.  – ,
, , ) consists partly of material found in different places in the
other Synoptic Gospels. It seems that Matthew has taken the brief
denunciation of Mark :– as starting-point and has expanded
it with other sayings of Jesus independently preserved (esp. some
found also in Luke :–, there recorded as spoken at a Pharisee’s
dinner-party!). Chapters  –  will speak of judgment to come on
the nation, and this chapter prepares for that theme by showing the
rottenness at the heart of official Judaism; vv. – will link the two
discourses together.

From the debate and parable of chapters  –  we now move
to direct attack, exposing ruthlessly the failings of the religious
leaders which have been emerging in the preceding chapters. The
tone is harsh, and the attack has been described as grossly unfair,
even ‘libellous’. Were all scribes and Pharisees as bad as this? Mark
:– at least suggests otherwise. But Jesus’ attack here is not only
(or even primarily) against conscious hypocrisy, but against the
faults inherent in the Pharisaic approach to religion even at its best.
Even the most scrupulous of Pharisees followed a system which
tended to understand righteousness in terms of more and more
minute legal prescriptions, and which could therefore dangerously
distort the whole question of what it means to please God. In thus
obscuring the way to a ‘better righteousness’ (see on :), the
scribes and Pharisees were thus guilty, however unconsciously, of a
more fundamental and damaging failure than simply falling short of
their professed standards.

Verses – are addressed to ‘the crowds and his disciples’,
describing and warning against the scribes and Pharisees in the
third person; in vv. – the style changes to a direct address to
them in the form of a series of seven denunciations (‘woes’). But the
intention throughout is to ‘expose’ the religious leaders, and so to
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challenge their claim to leadership; the true target of the whole
discourse is the crowds and disciples who need to break free from
Pharisaic legalism. (For the combination ‘scribes and Pharisees’,
see on :; :.)

(a) Address to the crowds (:–). . For the crowds, see on :.
While they are differentiated from the more committed disciples,
they are at least potential followers of Jesus, and this public dialogue
is intended to appeal over the heads of the leaders to those who have
been attracted to Jesus’ teaching as a new and better way.

–. Moses’ seat is a figurative expression for the teaching author-
ity (cf. our professorial ‘chair’) or those officially responsible for in-
terpreting and applying the laws of Moses. Jesus thus accepts the
legitimacy of the scribes’ function, but questions the way they ex-
ercise it. The command to practise and observe whatever they tell you is sur-
prising in the light of Jesus’ attack on scribal tradition in :–, and
specifically on the Pharisees’ teaching in :– (cf. his disputes with
them over the sabbath, :–, on divorce, :–, etc.). Moreover
v.  goes on to attack their legal regulations. It is probable, then, that
v.  should be read as a whole, in which the emphasis is on the sec-
ond half and the first functions only as a foil to it, perhaps spoken
with an ironical, tongue-in-cheek tone. One might paraphrase, ‘Of
course you may do what they say, if you like, but don’t do what they
do’.

The focus throughout ch. , is on a life which, whether con-
sciously or not (and no doubt some scribes and Pharisees would fall
into one category, some into the other), does not match up to their
profession of loyalty to God.

. If v. a might by itself be taken as a blanket endorsement of
scribal teaching, this verse forbids such an interpretation. For the
technical sense of bind, see on :; :; that sense may lie behind
this verse too, the emphasis therefore falling on the prohibitive nature
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of Rabbinic legislation. ‘They have multiplied “the number of ways
in which a man may offend God”, but they have failed in helping him
to please God’ (Garland, p. ). Thus ‘Jesus here castigates the le-
galism which can impose regulations but cannot or will not give re-
lief to the lawbreaker’ (AB, p. ). The heavy burdens laid on men’s
shoulders contrast with Jesus’ easy yoke and light burden in :–,
which offers rest to those who are ‘heavy laden’.

–. For Pharisaic ostentation see, more fully, :–. Phylacteries
are small leather boxes containing scrolls of texts from Exodus and
Deuteronomy. Perhaps make broad refers to the size of the straps by
which these were (and are) bound on to the forehead and left arm
of the Jewish man when at prayer, but it has also been suggested that
it refers to wearing the phylacteries (tefillim) during the rest of the day,
and not only as prescribed at the hours of prayer. The size of fringes
(see on :) was a matter of debate, the school of Shammai pre-
scribing longer ones than the school of Hillel. These and other prac-
tices were designed to cut a more pious figure in Jewish society, in
order to achieve the respect expressed in the title rabbi (lit. ‘my great
one’), which was not yet purely a technical term for ordained scribes
(like our ‘Reverend’!), but was used of a respected teacher (and in
Palestinian society of Jesus’ day no-one was more important than a
leading teacher).

–. These verses, while still commenting on the practice of the
scribes and Pharisees, are addressed directly to Jesus’ disciples,
warning them against adopting this status-seeking attitude. Rabbi (v.
) and master (v. ) probably act here as synonyms. They are titles
appropriate only to the one teacher (v. ), the Christ (v. ), in relation
to whom all his followers stand on an equal footing as brothers.
Jesus thus incidentally asserts his own unique authority: he has the
only true claim to ‘Moses’ seat’. Over against that unique authority
his disciples must avoid the use of honorific titles for one another
(‘Christian rabbinism’, Bonnard) – an exhortation which today’s
church could profitably take more seriously, not only in relation to
formal ecclesiastical titles (‘Most Rev.’, ‘my Lord Bishop’, etc.), but
more significantly in its excessive deference to academic qualifi-
cations or to authoritative status in the churches.

In this context it is surprising to find the term Father discussed (v.
). There is no evidence for its use as a title in a similar way to ‘rabbi’
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and ‘master’, either in Jewish or Christian circles at this period. Acts
:; : illustrate its respectful use collectively for ‘elders’ in Israel,
and it is possible that it thus came to be used individually for major
Rabbinic teachers. But in Jesus’ teaching ‘Father’ is always a title for
God alone (not even for Jesus, unlike ‘rabbi’ and ‘master’), and its use
for any man (except of course in a purely literal sense!) is therefore
to be deplored. In a different sense Paul could describe himself as
the ‘one father’ of those whom he had led to Christ ( Cor. :; cf.
Phil. :), but this is not used as a title.

–. The two exhortations to service and humility have oc-
curred separately before (for v. , cf. :–; for v. , cf. :);
now brought together they powerfully enforce the totally uncon-
ventional attitude which Jesus requires of his disciples, in contrast
with the status-consciousness of the scribes and Pharisees.

(b) Denunciation of the scribes and Pharisees (:–). This direct
denunciation (in the second person) takes the form of seven
accusations, all (except v. ) introduced by the phrase Woe to you,
scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! because …, after which follows a
brief cameo illustrating their failure to live up to their position as
guardians and interpreters of God’s law (:). On hypocrites, see on
:; :; :; :; the word clearly has a wider range in Matthew
than in our usage, and the six uses of it in this chapter illustrate that
range. The overall emphasis falls less on conscious insincerity than
on their failure to perceive that their religious practice and teaching
are in fact inconsistent with the desire to please God, which is their
(no doubt sincerely) professed aim. Their whole religious system
is so fundamentally misconceived that it amounts to ‘a radical
subversion of God’s will’ (Garland, pp. –). The whole passage
then is ‘not simply an attack on the ethical contradiction in the per-
sonal lives of the scribes and Pharisees but a characterization of their
failure as the divinely appointed leaders of Israel, particularly as it
related to their responsibility in interpretation of the law’ (ibid.,
p. ).

Woe sometimes in Matthew expresses a regretful lament,
‘Alas’ (see :); sometimes a ‘powerful and denunciatory
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judgement akin to a curse’ (Garland, p. ; see his long discussion of
‘woes’, pp. –), as in :. In : it seems to be used once
in each sense. Such series of ‘woes’ are familiar from the Old Testa-
ment prophets (e.g. Isa. :–; Hab. :–), where the tone is of
condemnation, and that is the emphasis here too. The ‘woes’ func-
tion almost as a converse of the ‘blesseds’ of :–; as the beatitudes
set out the true way to please God, so the woes describe the wrong
way, and pronounce judgment on those who follow and teach it.

. The first woe describes the effect of Pharisaic legalism on en-
tering the kingdom of heaven, a phrase which has been used in such key
verses as :; :; :; :– to describe a saving relationship
with God. Not only does their own attitude prevent such a rela-
tionship, but their teaching makes it impossible for all who, in their
sincere desire to please God, adopt the Pharisaic way. Jesus, it is im-
plied, has brought the true way of salvation, and only those who fol-
low him can either enter or give entry.

. The verse printed in the margin comes from Mark :, but
is not in the best MSS of Matthew.

. To seek for proselytes (religious converts) is not in itself a
fault; Jesus will tell his disciples to do just that (:). But if the pros-
elytizer is himself a child of hell (i.e. one destined for hell – see on :;
:; it is not so much a term of abuse as a statement of fact), to
win converts is only to increase its population. The phrase could
more literally be translated ‘make him a child of hell more double
(i.e. devious, hypocritical) than you are’, perhaps with reference to
the frequent tendency of converts to outdo their converters in (per-
verted) zeal.

–. In :– the subject of oaths has already been broached,
and Jesus has cut through all casuistry to declare all oaths inappro-
priate for a disciple. But the exhaustive discussion of the relative
validity of oaths was a characteristic concern of the kind of
legalism he is here attacking, and so it serves now to illustrate their
distorted sense of values. The background to this attack lies in the
popular tendency (which is still common today) to substitute trivial
‘oaths’ for serious (and therefore more ‘dangerous’) ones. Here was

 M A T T H E W

. For Jewish proselytism in the first century AD see Hare, pp. –.



fruitful ground for scribal ‘nit-picking’, and there was much dispute
(see Garland, pp. –). But, as in :–, Jesus again shows how
one oath implies another, and (vv. –) all ultimately involve God
as the one who is invoked. In ch. , the conclusion was drawn that
therefore oaths should be avoided altogether. Here the object is
not a positive recommendation for disciples, but to expose the
absurdity of the scribal debates, and indeed their ‘ungodliness’.
‘Their virtuoso theology, acutely perceptive, lacks reverence for
God’ (Jeremias, NTT, p. ). For blind, cf. :, and for fools (v. ),
cf. on :; here the word is used neither in thoughtless insult nor
with personal bitterness, but as a considered indictment of their lack
of discernment.

. The fourth woe does not relate to their meticulous observance
of the Old Testament tithing law (Lev. :; Deut. :) in itself,
for Jesus accepts this as proper (without neglecting the others), but rather
to their sense of proportion. They have been so concerned to ap-
ply the tithing law in respect of every garden herb that justice, mercy
and faith have been ignored. This phrase recalls the summary of true
religion (in contrast to extravagant sacrifice) in Micah :, especially
as faith is here probably to be understood as ‘faithfulness’. In de-
scribing this trio of Old Testament virtues as the weightier matters of
the law, Jesus thus echoes the prophetic view that an inward right-
eousness is more important than, and alone gives meaning to, ritual
observance. Cf. :; : for similar ‘summaries of the law’. It is
this focus which makes possible the ‘righteousness exceeding that of
the scribes and Pharisees’ (:), for ‘they concentrated on the
minor and practicable pieties, to the neglect of the broad and inex-
haustible principles’. As in :, the acceptance of the scribal
rules implied in without neglecting the others serves only as a foil to the
more important positive prescription of the sentence. Again we
could paraphrase, ‘Observe your meticulous rules if you like, but
don’t therefore neglect the things that really matter.’

. This lack of a sense of proportion is delightfully burlesqued
in the ridiculous picture of a gnat strained out of a drink to avoid

M A T T H E W   :   ‒   :   

. G. B. Caird, The Language and Imagery of the Bible (), p. .
. See Banks, pp. –.



impurity (Lev. :–), while a camel (also impure, Lev. :) is swal-
lowed whole. The joke may have been aided by an Aramaic pun on
qalma (gnat) and gamla (camel).

–. The fifth and sixth woes both focus (as indeed the fourth
did in a different way) on the failure to distinguish between exter-
nal correctness and internal purity. Rabbinic debates on the rela-
tive importance of the inside and outside of utensils in matters
of ceremonial purification are well documented, but Jesus is not
entering into that debate, but rather using it as an illustration for
the more important distinction between externals (such as that
whole debate was concerned with) and ‘internal’ moral issues (such
as extortion and rapacity). The principle enunciated in v.  is the same
as that in :, –, and renders the whole Rabbinic argu-
ment superfluous. Their failure to see this was the root of their
‘hypocrisy’.

–. Tombs were whitewashed regularly at festival time to en-
sure that passers-by did not inadvertently touch them and so be-
come defiled (Mishnah Shekalim :; cf. Ma‘aser Sheni :). This
custom is generally assumed to be the background to Jesus’ words,
but that whitewashing was not a mark of beauty but rather a
warning of uncleanness, repulsive rather than attractive. The
word whitewashed here means literally ‘plastered’ (with lime), and
S. T. Lachs has suggested that the reference is to funerary urns
or ossuaries (bone-containers) which were beautified with a
marble-and-lime plaster. This view provides a much more appro-
priate contrast between outward attractiveness and inward defile-
ment. The point is thus the same as in vv. –.

–. The seventh woe describes the hostility of the scribes and
Pharisees to God’s true messengers, and goes on to predict its
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outcome. There was in the first century a great emphasis on build-
ing splendid tombs, including some for long-dead worthies (e.g.
Herod’s new marble monument over David’s tomb, Josephus, Ant.
xvi. –). Jesus takes this as symbolic of a desire to honour the
prophets and the righteous, despite the fact that many of them accord-
ing to the Old Testament (and many more in later tradition) had been
persecuted and killed by those in authority. Cf. Acts :. But for all
their fine words, the current leaders are still sons of their fathers,
as their attitude to God’s messengers in their own day shows
(v. ).

. This ironic imperative introduces the idea which will dominate
vv. –, that Jesus’ own generation is the one in which Jewish re-
bellion against God reaches its climax and will therefore incur its ul-
timate punishment. Cf.  Thessalonians :– for this idea of a full
measure of Jewish rebellion seen in their attitude to Jesus (and, in that
context, their opposition to the Christian mission to Gentiles).

. In : John the Baptist had pictured the Jewish leaders as a
brood of vipers fleeing from the wrath to come; Jesus takes up the pic-
ture and declares the flight is futile.

. Prophets, wise men and scribes were God’s spokesmen in the Old
Testament and in developing Judaism. Now Jesus himself is send-
ing his disciples to them in the same role (cf. :–; :– for
the continuity between Old Testament prophets and the disciples of
Jesus). As he has already indicated in :–, they can expect no bet-
ter treatment from the ‘sons’ (v. ) than the prophets received
from the ‘fathers’ (v. ). The inclusion of crucify in the list of per-
secutions is surprising, in that Jews could not and did not crucify, and
there is no record of their instigating the Romans to crucify any of
Jesus’ disciples (Hare, pp. –). It seems that Jesus’ own mission
is so closely bound up with his disciples’ that his fate forms part of
theirs. Persecute from town to town recalls Jesus’ warning in :. Thus
Jewish rebellion reaches its climax not only in the rejection of Jesus,
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but in the persecution of his disciples, and this too will contribute
to the coming punishment.

. The cumulative effect of the rejection and murder of all
God’s spokesmen is graphically traced from Abel to Zechariah, who
were the first and last martyrs of the Old Testament, since  Chron-
icles was the last book of the Hebrew canon, and Zechariah’s mur-
der is recounted in  Chronicles :–. In both accounts the call
for vengeance is explicit (Gen. :;  Chr. :), so that the choice
of these two examples is doubly appropriate to Jesus’ theme of the
culmination of blood-guilt. The Zechariah of  Chronicles  (who
is clearly indicated here by the specific mention of the place where
he was killed) was son of Jehoiada; Barachiah was the father of the
post-exilic prophet (Zech. :), but the two Zechariahs were fre-
quently confused in Jewish tradition (see Gundry, UOT, pp. –,
note).

. The decisive situation of this generation has already been noticed
(:–; :–; :; cf. Jeremias, NTT, p. ) and the theme
will come to its climax in the next chapter, leading up to :. The
coming of Jesus, and his rejection by his own people, has brought
Israel’s rebellion to the point where judgment can no longer be de-
layed. Verses – will spell this out more fully.

viii. The fate of Jerusalem (:–)
The passage forms a bridge between the denunciation of official Ju-
daism in chapter , and the more explicit prediction of a conse-
quent judgment on the nation in the destruction of its temple,
which is the basis of chapter . It thus forms an appropriate, if
solemn, climax to Jesus’ public teaching. These are, in Matthew, his
last words to his people.

. Jerusalem symbolizes the nation whose capital it is. Israel’s treat-
ment of God’s messengers (already set out in vv. –) shows that
a final choice has been made. It was Jesus’ mission to avert the pun-
ishment predicted in vv. – by bringing Israel to repentance; he
was willing (would I is literally ‘I wanted’) but they were not (would not,
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the same verb). The image of a hen (Greek is simply ‘bird’) protect-
ing its young is used in the Old Testament for God’s protection of
his people (Pss. :; :; Isa. :; etc.); now Jesus has come per-
sonally to exercise that divine function. (Cf. Isa. : for refusal to
accept God’s offer of protection.) The note of sorrowful disap-
pointment in this lament is an important counterbalance to the
violence of some of the denunciations in vv. –; it gave Jesus
no pleasure to pronounce judgment on those to whom he came to
offer salvation.

. While the house might refer to Israel as a whole (cf. :;
:), the context here directly before ch.  indicates that the im-
mediate reference is to the temple (where the words are spoken),
whose fate will symbolize God’s judgment on his people. The verse
translates literally ‘Behold your house is left (or ‘abandoned’) to you
deserted.’ The verb is the one used e.g. in v.  (‘neglect’) or in
:, . It therefore speaks not so much of the physical condition
of the temple, as of the fact that God has departed from it (cf. Ezek.
:–; :–). Its physical destruction (:) is only the out-
ward completion of God’s repudiation of it, which will be symbol-
ized in : when Jesus leaves it, never to return. The repeated sec-
ond person pronoun (‘to you’ is unfortunately omitted in RSV)
emphasizes that it is now just that, ‘your house’, not God’s house. Cf.
Jeremiah : for a similar warning, whch preceded the previous
destruction of the temple by the Babylonians in  BC. The theo-
logical background to this theme is set out in  Kings :–. The
temple is the symbol of God’s relationship with his people; when
that relationship is broken, the temple is abandoned.

. Again is a weak translation concealing the important
Matthaean phrase ap‘ arti, ‘from now on’, used also in :; :.
In each case, together with the introduction I tell you, it points to a
new situation now beginning, an eschatological change. Jesus is
now leaving the scene of Jewish public life, in which he has made
his unheeded appeal; the next meeting will be very different. Blessed
is he who comes in the name of the Lord echoes the greeting (drawn from
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Ps. :) on his previous entry to Jerusalem (:). Does this
mean, then, that a time will come when Jerusalem will welcome him
again, when Israel will accept him as its Messiah? Is this a hint of
Paul’s teaching on the future salvation of Israel (Rom. :–)?
Two factors tell against this interpretation. First, the words until you
say are expressed in Greek as an indefinite possibility rather than as
a firm prediction; this is the condition on which they will see him
again; but there is no promise that the condition will be fulfilled.

Secondly, a prediction of future repentance would be quite out of
keeping not only with the flow of thought throughout ch.  (of
which this is the climax) and ch.  which deals with judgment to
come, but also with the perspective of the Gospel as a whole, which
has repeatedly spoken of Israel’s last chance, and of a new inter-
national people of God (:–; :–; :–; :;
:–; etc.). Even more clearly the For with which the verse
begins unambiguously links it with God’s abandonment of his
house in v. . All this suggests that this verse, while it expresses the
condition on which Israel may again see its Messiah, makes no
promise that this condition will be fulfilled.

D. Jesus’ teaching about the future (: – :)

This is the fifth and last of the great ‘discourses’ or collections of
Jesus’ teaching, marked off by the recurrent concluding formula
found in :; :; :; : and :. Its theme is the future reper-
cussions of his ministry, the ultimate consummation of the kingdom
of heaven. Central to this passage is the theme of judgment: judg-
ment on Jerusalem, in :–; the judgment associated with the
parousia, in :–; two great parables of judgment, in :–;
and the scene of the final judgment, in :–. As judgment was
also a key theme of ch. , it is sometimes argued that chs.  – 
form a single discourse on judgment. Certainly there is a continuity
of theme, as we shall see on :–; but the two passages are
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differently conceived, ch.  as public teaching in opposition to the
scribes and Pharisees, chs.  –  as private teaching to the disciples.
The pronounced change of scene and of audience in :– indi-
cates that Matthew saw chs.  –  as a separate discourse. Jesus’
public teaching is now finished; this (like all the five great discourses,
with the partial exception of ch. ) is instruction for disciples only.

Chapter  poses great problems for the interpreter. It begins by
talking about the coming destruction of the temple (which was to
take place in AD  as a result of the Roman repression of the re-
bellion of AD ), but by the end of the chapter it seems clear that
the scene has moved to the parousia, the final ‘coming’ of the Son
of man. Both events are combined in v.  in the question of the dis-
ciples which sparks off the discourse, and which further specifies
that the parousia will mark ‘the close of the age’. What, then, is the
connection between these two events, and how may we decide
which parts of the chapter deal with the one and which with the
other? How far is this a prediction of events within ‘this generation’
(v. ), and how far is it concerned with the end of all things? Or are
the two so closely connected that we must conclude that Jesus mis-
takenly expected his parousia and the ‘close of the age’ to take
place within ‘this generation’? These questions will necessarily
underlie the detailed commentary that follows, but a few general
remarks at this point may help to indicate the overall perspective
of this commentary.

(a) The fact that the destruction of the temple and the ‘close of
the age’ can be dealt with together in this chapter indicates that there
is a close theological connection between them. Both are aspects of the
consummation of Jesus’ ministry. Both involve a judgment which
will vindicate him as God’s true and last word to his people. We have
noted previously the way language about the ‘coming of the Son of
man’, derived from Daniel :, can be applied to different phases
in the completion of Jesus’ mission (see on :; :; and on
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:, below); this means that we must be prepared to find similar
language applied to different historical situations which in their dif-
ferent ways embody the progressive fulfilment of Jesus’ mission as
the Son of man.

(b) One clear aim of this chapter is to prevent premature excitement
about the parousia. This theme will recur most clearly in vv. –, b,
, , –, , and the whole chapter seems to aim to damp down
rather than to promote an expectation of an immediate ‘close of the
age’. Such an emphasis would consort very strangely with a declar-
ation that the parousia must occur within the generation.

(c) A theological connection between the events of AD  and the
close of the age does not in itself imply that they must take place at
the same time. This implication is found rather in such language as
‘immediately after the tribulation of those days’ (v. ) and ‘this gen-
eration will not pass away until …’ (v. ). The tension between such
words (if they are interpreted as referring to the parousia) and the
overall emphasis mentioned in the previous paragraph is striking.
Nor is this tension much lessened by speaking, as commentators reg-
ularly do, of a ‘prophetic perspective’ which telescopes nearer and
more distant events; if Jesus gave such a specific first-century AD date
for the parousia, no amount of ‘prophetic perspective’ can make a
delay of nineteen hundred years acceptable. When we find, however,
that v.  openly disclaims any knowledge by Jesus of ‘that day and
that hour’, it seems questionable whether Jesus could have intended
such a specific date.

(d) All this (and much more) points towards the view that the time
references of vv.  and  (and therefore also the content of the
intervening verses) refer not, as is generally assumed, to the parou-
sia, but to the coming judgment on Jerusalem. I have argued this case
(with reference to the parallel passage in Mark) in my JOT (pp.
–), and in the commentary that follows I shall attempt to ex-
plain it in more detail. In a nutshell, however, this view is that v. 
marks a deliberate change of subject, where Jesus turns from an-
swering the first part of the disciples’ question (‘when will this [i.e.
the destruction of the temple] be?’) to the second part (‘and what
will be the sign of your coming and of the close of the age?’). Verses
– therefore say that the temple will be destroyed within ‘this gen-
eration’, but that that event is not to be identified with the parousia;
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vv. ff. show that the date of the parousia is, by contrast, un-
known even to Jesus himself, and therefore calls for constant readi-
ness. However close the theological connection between the two
events, they are thus not only implicitly but quite deliberately pre-
sented as historically distinct.

(e) The whole chapter is deeply indebted to the language of the
Old Testament, not by way of direct quotations, but by the constant
use of the language particularly of the apocalyptic parts of the Old
Testament (esp. Daniel). Sometimes there is a clear allusion to a spe-
cific passage; more often the language is reminiscent of recurring
apocalyptic themes. It is important in interpreting this chapter to rec-
ognize the conventional associations of such language, and not to
attempt to interpret literally terms which had an accepted figurative
significance in such contexts. In dealing with vv. – we shall have
cause to keep this factor particularly in mind.

On the interpretation here adopted vv. – form a continuous
whole referring to the coming judgment on Jerusalem; but for con-
venience we may subdivide the chapter into smaller units.

i. Jesus foretells the destruction of the temple (:‒)
As we have seen on :, Jesus’ leaving the temple symbolizes the end
of its relevance in the purpose of God. The fact that he goes from
there to the Mount of Olives (v. ) may be a further echo of Ezekiel
:, where ‘the glory of the LORD’, on leaving the temple, stops at
the same point. The disciples’ preoccupation with the buildings, there-
fore, may be due not only to a tourist’s fascination (which they well
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merited – see the description in Josephus, Ant. xv. –, –)
but also to incredulity that Jesus could be repudiating such a noble
structure dedicated to the glory of God and still in the process of
completion. But Jesus in response goes beyond the repudiation of the
temple to foretell its total destruction. Micah (:) and Jeremiah
(:–; cf. :–) had dared to make a similar prediction about
Solomon’s temple, and it had been fulfilled in  BC, but Jewish apoca-
lyptic belief in Jesus’ time was that the temple was indestructible.
Jesus’ prediction became known and was quoted in a garbled form
at his trial (:) and at his execution (:). It was the starkest ex-
pression of his rejection of Jewish nationalism and of those leaders
whose power was focused on the temple and its rituals.

ii. Warnings against premature expectation (:‒)
. In Mark : the disciples’ question apparently relates only to

the date of the destruction of the temple. In Matthew it is ex-
panded to cover not only this but also the sign of your coming and of the
close of the age. This last phrase is governed by a single definite
article in Greek, which indicates that the ‘coming’ (parousia) and the
‘close of the age’ are descriptions of the same event. The effect is
to allow Jesus’ reply in the remainder of the chapter to distinguish
this eschatological event from the destruction of the temple, and this
is consistently done. But the linking of the two events by the dis-
ciples shows that the destruction of the temple was of such mo-
mentous significance that to them (and no doubt to all who heard
of Jesus’ prediction) it seemed that it must be the beginning of the
end. It is Jesus’ task, then, to extend their horizons, to make them
realize that a continuation without the temple until the ‘close of the
age’ is possible, that the end of the temple (and with it of the spe-
cial status of Judaism) is not necessarily the end of all things. Parou-
sia (‘coming’) is used only in this chapter in the Gospels (vv. , ,
, ), though in the Epistles it is used several times of Jesus’ re-
turn in glory. Its literal meaning is ‘presence’ (as in  Cor. :), but
it was used for official visits by high-ranking persons, state visits, and
also for divine visitations, hence its technical use for Jesus’ ultimate
‘visitation’. The expression the close of the age (synteleia tou aio-nos) will
recur in :; strictly it could refer to the conclusion of any era (not
necessarily the final one), and it has sometimes been taken here to
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refer to the end of the ‘Jewish age’, i.e. the time of transference from
a national to an international people of God. But generally in apoca-
lyptic such expressions point to a more ‘final’ conclusion (for ref-
erences see Gundry, p. ), and the phrase has already occurred in
that sense in :, , .

–. Jesus’ reply begins immediately with what is to be one of its
main themes, the danger of being led astray, of jumping too hastily to
eschatological conclusions. In my name does not mean they come with,
or even claim, his authority, but rather that they aim to usurp his place.
He is the only Christ, and anyone else claiming that role is an impos-
tor. In the years leading up to the Jewish War there were many na-
tionalistic leaders who collected a popular following (Acts :–;
: mention only a few of them), and while they are not specifically
recorded as claiming to be the Messiah, there is little doubt that their
followers tended to see them in that light (see Bruce, pp. –).

–. Similarly, wars and natural disasters could be interpreted, and
often were in the ancient world, as ‘signs of the end’. But these things
are, and always have been, part of human history; they must take place
as part of God’s overarching purpose, not in any specific connec-
tion with the end. Verse  makes the point by echoing Isaiah :,
which foretold similar events in Old Testament times. The beginning
of the sufferings (lit. ‘birth-pangs’, a technical term in apocalyptic for
the period of suffering which must lead up to the new age) suggests
that, while all such events have an ultimate connection with the fi-
nal consummation, they are far from being its immediate precursors,
and so cannot be used to plot its nearness. All that is mentioned in
vv. –, then, is presented precisely as not being ‘signs of the end’.

–. These verses similarly speak in general terms of the suffer-
ings to come, not now in relation to the world at large, but more with
reference to Jesus’ disciples. They will, as he has predicted already, be
persecuted and hated. (Cf. :–, a passage closely related to this,
and closer in wording to the parallel passage in Mark :–. It is in-
teresting that here, in contrast to both :– and Mark :–,
the persecution is to come from all nations, not just from the Jews; in
ch.  a mission to Jews only was in view (:–, ), but now an in-
ternational involvement of the disciples is envisaged, as :– will
spell out.) This persecution will take its toll, in that many will fall away
(‘be tripped up’, the same verb as in :–; :; :–; etc.; here
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it echoes particularly Dan. :), and the disciple group itself will be
the scene of betrayal, hatred, false prophecy and wickedness (lit. ‘law-
lessness’). And lawlessness will lead to the cooling off of love, a con-
nection to be noted. Most men’s love is literally ‘the love of the many’,
which could mean disciples’ love for ‘the many’ outside; but the
sequence of thought in these verses, where it is the disciple group it-
self which is under pressure, suggests that it means that ‘the major-
ity’ (of the disciples) will cool off in their love, whether for God or
for their fellow-men. It is a sombre picture of a church in decline. All
this, the context indicates, is part of the history which must run its
course before ‘the end’ comes; but there is no indication as to the tem-
poral relation between such a situation and ‘the end’.

. Endurance is a prominent apocalyptic theme (cf. e.g. Dan.
:–). When the majority ‘cool off ’, only those who endure will
be saved, i.e. only they will enjoy the blessings of the new age. To the
end does not necessarily point to the apocalyptic consummation (as
though those who have lived earlier cannot be saved!), but is a
standard phrase for ‘right through’ (it lacks the article, which would
be needed, as in vv.  and , to refer to ‘the End’). The whole verse
is repeated from :, where it clearly related to the contemporary
situation of the mission to Israel, not to ‘the close of the age’.

. For gospel of the kingdom, see on :. Verse  (‘by all nations’)
has already hinted at an extension of the disciples’ mission beyond
the limits imposed in :– and :, and now Jesus points clearly
to a time when Israel’s special priority will be over, and the gospel
which Israel (in its leaders – see ch. ) has largely rejected will be
preached to the Gentiles. The world is oikoumene-, lit. ‘the inhabited
area’, a standard term originally for the Greek world (as opposed to
barbarians), then for the Roman Empire, and subsequently for the
whole of the then known world; it is thus not so much a geograph-
ical term which must include every area and community now known
to be on earth, but rather an indication of the universal offer of the
gospel to all nations, i.e. outside the confines of the Jewish commu-
nity. (This extension does not, of course, imply any cessation of the
mission to Israel; see on :.) Then the end will come may seem at first
sight to allow the calculation of a date for the final consummation;
but that would depend on defining a specific time or situation which
could be regarded as ‘the preaching of the gospel throughout the
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whole world’. In one sense Paul could claim long before AD  to
have ‘fully preached the gospel’ in a large area of Asia and Europe
(Rom. :), and at many times since then similar claims could have
been made with reference to an area far wider than the oikoumene-

known in Jesus’ time. But Jesus’ words allow no such calculation. The
end cannot come until the gospel has reached far outside the Jewish
world, but that gives us no warrant for deciding when it must come.

iii. The coming crisis in Judea (:–)
Verses – have been in a sense a digression, indicating what are not
to be regarded as ‘signs of the end’. We now return more directly to
the question of v. , ‘When will this be?’ Verses – describe the cri-
sis which will soon come upon Judea, and which will be the prelude
to the destruction of the temple predicted in v. ; vv. – then go
on to give further warnings against premature eschatological expec-
tation even in that terrible situation – even then, ‘the end is not yet’.

. The desolating sacrilege is a literal Greek rendering of the phrase
rendered ‘the abomination that makes desolate’ in Daniel :;
:, which itself echoes the similar language of Daniel :. An
‘abomination’ in Old Testament idiom is an idolatrous affront to the
true worship of God, and the reference in Daniel was to the pagan
statue which Antiochus Epiphanes set up in the temple at Jerusalem
in  BC, thus ‘desolating’ the worship of the temple. Jesus thus
looks for a repetition of this act of sacrilege, committed in the holy
place (which would normally mean the temple itself, not just the city
of Jerusalem – cf. Acts :; :); the phrase let the reader understand
calls on those who read Daniel’s words to apply them to their own
situation (cf. Dan. :). Mark :, in defiance of the rules of
grammar, makes standing a masculine participle, suggesting a personal
‘abomination’; Matthew has substituted the more correct neuter,
and so probably understands Jesus to have envisaged some ‘thing’
comparable to Antiochus’ statue. Suggestions for the identification
of such an ‘abomination’ in the period before the destruction of
the temple include the emperor Gaius’ attempt to set up a
huge statue of himself in the temple (AD –, and therefore
far too early to be an immediate precursor of the crisis, as the con-
text here demands – in any case, the plan was never carried out);
the desecration of the temple by the Zealots in the winter of
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AD /, shortly before the Roman siege began (which is the time
to which our text points, but involved no strictly idolatrous symbol);
or the appearance of the Roman standards (regarded by the Jews as
idolatrous) in the temple at its actual destruction in AD . This last
would clearly be too late to allow escape from Jerusalem itself, but
v.  speaks not of the city but of Judea, which was to suffer sav-
age devastation during and after the siege of Jerusalem. Whatever
the precise fulfilment of Jesus’ warning, it seems clear from what fol-
lows that it is in the events of the Jewish War of AD – that he
sees the reappearance of Daniel’s desolating sacrilege.

–. Its appearance is the cue for urgent flight; those in the
countryside of Judea must take to the hills as the Romans come to
ravage the farmlands and villages. The man of leisure resting on his
flat roof will have no time to collect his valuables, and the working-
man in the field must make do with his working-clothes. It is a vivid
picture of an urgent crisis. Eusebius (H.E. iii..) tells us that before
the siege some of the Jerusalem Christians, in response to ‘an
oracle given by revelation’, fled to Pella in Transjordan. These words
can hardly be that ‘oracle’ (Pella is not in ‘the mountains’, nor had
anything yet happened to the ‘holy place’), but Jesus’ warnings may
have inspired that later ‘oracle’.

–. A refugee’s lot is hard enough without extra impediments.
In winter roads in Palestine were practically impassable with mud,

and on a sabbath gates would be shut and provisions unobtainable.

–. For the horrors of the siege, see Josephus’s Jewish War, e.g.
v. –. Jesus’ words recall Daniel :, an eschatological vision
which Jesus sees as at least foreshadowed in these catastrophic
events. But the destruction will not be allowed to run its full course:
the days will be shortened, perhaps in order to allow the elect to survive,
or perhaps because the presence of the elect in the world mitigates
the severity of God’s judgment (cf. the ‘righteous’ in Sodom,
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expectation that Jesus’ disciples would feel obliged not to move on the
sabbath for reasons of legalism.



Gen. :–). The passive verb (‘be shortened’) perhaps indi-
cates that even the horrors of human warfare come within the
providential control of the God to whom ‘the elect’ belong.

–. Such a crisis will be a golden opportunity for the sort of
Messianic pretenders already predicted in v. ; in the urgency of Is-
rael’s need they will be eagerly welcomed as God’s answer to her
problems. Often in the church’s history (and sometimes today) a
period of crisis leaves God’s people wide open to plausible perver-
sions of the truth, particularly if they are accompanied by great signs
and wonders. ‘Miraculous’ activity is, in the Bible, by no means always
the work of God (cf. Deut. :–, on which this passage may be
based). In such a situation the elect need to be forewarned (v. ) if
they are not to be led astray into a premature expectation of ‘the end’.

. Popular expectation was that the Messiah would appear in the
wilderness (hence perhaps some of the excitement about John the
Baptist; see on :–), and several of the rebel leaders of the first
century did in fact operate from there (see on v. , and cf. Josephus,
Ant. xx. –, –). The inner rooms (lit. ‘store-houses’) prob-
ably indicates a secret place (as in :), and may reflect the Jewish ex-
pectation of a ‘hidden’ Messiah, who would emerge from obscurity
(cf. John :). Such notions are easily played on to create a false ex-
pectancy in the absence of any evidence, and Jesus insists that his
return (unlike his first coming) will be no secret affair which some
may fail to recognize altogether.

. On the contrary, it will be as unmistakable and as universally
visible as a flash of lightning. (Lightning is also sudden, and that may
be part of the symbolism; but the preceding verses, and the refer-
ence to visibility from the east … as far as the west, indicate that that is
not the main point.) Thus the mention of the parousia here is pre-
cisely in order to indicate that it is not to be looked for in the chaotic
events of the Jewish War, but will be something of quite a different
character.

. The same point of the unmistakable coming of the Son of
man is made by this proverbial saying, perhaps based on Job :,
though similar sayings are found elsewhere in the ancient world.

M A T T H E W   :  ‒   :   

. A. Ehrhardt, The Framework of the New Testament Stories (), pp. –.



The reference is presumably to vultures rather than to eagles (which
do not normally eat carrion); precise identification of species is not
normally a concern of biblical writers, and in any case Aramaic used
the same term for both types of large flesh-eating bird. As the
presence of the vultures infallibly indicates where the corpse is, so
there will be no need to search for the coming of the Son of man
– it will be obvious.

iv. Climax of the crisis within ‘this generation’ (:–)
Verses – have spoken of Judea’s crisis, but without describing
the climax of that crisis in the destruction of the temple. Yet this was
the question which gave rise to the whole discourse (vv. –). When,
therefore, v.  speaks of a cataclysmic event ‘immediately after the
tribulation of those days’, it is natural to expect that now Jesus is go-
ing to complete the account with a specific mention of the fate of
the temple. But these verses contain no explicit mention of the tem-
ple. Instead, vv. – consist of a collage of Old Testament apoc-
alyptic language, which to modern ears sounds like a description of
the ‘parousia and the close of the age’ (i.e. the second part of the
question in v. ). Yet the events so described are explicitly dated
within ‘this generation’ (v. ), whereas the parousia cannot be so
dated (v. ); and v.  has just explicitly distinguished the parousia
from the events of the siege of Jerusalem. All this suggests a need
to re-examine the language of vv. – to see what is the appro-
priate reference of the Old Testament terminology of which they
are composed.

. After the opening phrase (which by itself rules out a reference
to an event expected at a time remote from the Jewish War) the
words of this verse are drawn from Isaiah : and :. Of these
the first is a description, in the symbolic language of apocalyptic, of
the fall of Babylon, and the second of God’s judgment on ‘all the
nations’, but particularly on Edom. Similar language is used else-
where of God’s judgment within history on cities and nations (e.g.
Ezek. :; Joel :; Amos :). While such language may be taken
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as foreshadowing some final cosmic disintegration, its immediate
reference is therefore to temporal judgment, and particularly to the
fall of political powers. If such colourful language is appropriate to
the fall of pagan nations such as Babylon, it is surely still more suit-
able for the destruction of Jerusalem, with all the momentous im-
plications that must have for the status and destiny of the people of
God. A literal application of this verse to the disintegration of the
universe is therefore quite inappropriate. ‘Only a pitiful prosiness
could imagine that Christ meant an actual dropping of the stars upon
the earth.’

. Language about the Son of man coming on the clouds of heaven (the
word parousia is not used here) is clearly an allusion to Daniel :–
, which, as we have seen above (see on :; :), speaks not of
a ‘coming to earth’, but of coming to God to receive vindication and
authority. ‘The coming of the Son of Man in the clouds of heaven
was never conceived as a primitive form of space travel, but as a sym-
bol for a mighty reversal of fortunes within history and at the national
level.’ Such language therefore fits well with the apocalyptic language
in v.  in describing the destruction of the temple, viewed as an act
of divine judgment, whereby the authority of Jesus is vindicated over
the Jewish establishment which has rejected him. (For this under-
standing of the significance of the destruction of the temple,
cf. :–.) The language is allusive rather than specific, and
depends for its force on a familiarity with Old Testament imagery
which is unfortunately not shared by all modern readers!

The sign of the Son of man in heaven has been interpreted in many dif-
ferent ways. From a very early date it was understood as a visible ap-
pearance of a cross in the sky, but the text does not say this, and in
the light of the symbolic language of v.  we should not expect such
a literal interpretation. Some argue that the ‘sign’ is the Son of man
himself, seen in his triumph. Others point out that se-meion is the LXX

translation for the ‘standard’ or ‘banner’ referred to in the Old Tes-
tament as a signal for the gathering of God’s people; see e.g. Isaiah
:; :. The ‘standard’ and the ‘trumpet’ (also mentioned here
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in v. ) together become fixed in Jewish liturgical language about the
‘gathering of the exiles’. At any rate it is clear that we are still in the
area of apocalyptic symbolism, and that a literal identification of ‘the
sign of the Son of man’ is not likely to be possible.

The triumph of the Son of man will be greeted by the mourning
predicted in Zechariah :–. All the tribes of the earth is better
translated ‘all the tribes (families) of the land’, for in Zechariah
:– the mourning is explicitly restricted to the families of Is-
rael. What is in view here, then, is not so much a world-wide
lamentation, but the response of Israel when they see the vindica-
tion of ‘him whom they pierced’. In Zechariah  the mourning was
one of repentance; does Jesus then here hint at a future repentance
of Israel, or is that to read too much into the allusion?

. Again the language is recognizably drawn from the Old Tes-
tament. For the loud trumpet call, see Isaiah : (and see on the
‘sign’ in v. , above), and for the subsequent phrases especially
Deuteronomy : and Zechariah : (LXX). Such passages refer to
the regathering of Israel’s exiles, but now those to be gathered are
described as the elect (cf. vv. , , and the same word translated ‘cho-
sen’ in :). The ‘Son of man’s people’ are no longer merely the
members of the nation, but (as in :–) a chosen remnant,
drawn from all corners of the earth. This will be the necessary corol-
lary of the vindication of the Son of man. Angeloi might be trans-
lated ‘messengers’ (as it is in :), and referred to human preach-
ing of the gospel throughout the world, or taken in its normal
sense of angels (as the roughly parallel language of :; : may
suggest), in which case it refers to the supernatural power which lies
behind such preaching. But whereas in : the ‘angels of the Son
of man’ gather the evil out of his kingdom, here they gather the
chosen into it. The reference is not, therefore, as in :, to the
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final judgment, but to the world-wide growth of the church (cf.
above, on v. ), which is consequent on the ending of Israel’s spe-
cial status, symbolized in the destruction of the temple.

Thus when the significance of the Old Testament imagery is ap-
preciated, vv. – may be recognized, as the context virtually de-
manded, as a highly symbolic description of the theological signifi-
cance of the coming destruction of the temple and its consequences.
The next four verses will go on to emphasize the imminence of ‘all
these things’, before vv. ff. go on to distinguish the unknown time
of the parousia clearly from the events envisaged in these verses.

–. Most common trees in Palestine are evergreen, so that the
bareness of the fig tree in winter is conspicuous. Its large leaves do not
appear until late in the spring, a sure sign of the approach of sum-
mer. All these things (i.e. probably the conspicuous events of vv.
ff.) are similarly a sure sign that it is near. As Jesus’ discourse was
prompted by the question when the temple would be destroyed, it
is natural to see that reference here; the ‘abomination of desolation’
and the events which accompany it will surely mark the end of the
temple and all that it stood for.

. The time of this catastrophic event is now even more closely
specified, and the solemn Truly, I say to you marks this out as a pro-
nouncement to be noted. Those who interpret this passage as re-
ferring to the parousia must therefore either conclude that it proved
to be untrue, or that this generation does not here carry its normal
meaning. It has, for instance, been taken to mean ‘the Jewish race’,
or ‘unbelieving Judaism’. It is unlikely that such an improbable
meaning for the noun would have been suggested at all without the
constraint of apologetic embarrassment! Nor can all these things eas-
ily be taken to exclude the events described in the immediately pre-
ceding verses. On the natural understanding of this verse either
Jesus was wrong (or Matthew has misunderstood him), or the
discourse has not yet taken up directly the question of v. b, the
‘sign of your parousia and of the close of the age’, but has rather
concentrated entirely so far on the first part of the disciples’
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question, ‘When will these things (the destruction of the temple) be?’
. Jesus’ words (like God ’s word, Isa. :!) can be trusted totally;

another major hurdle, this, for those whose interpretation makes
v.  at best misleading!

v. The unexpected parousia of the Son of man (: – :)
As Jesus’ reply to the disciples’ question (v. ) moves on to ‘the sign
of your parousia and of the close of the age’, the emphasis falls con-
sistently throughout these verses on the fact that the time of that
parousia is not revealed, and that it will come when it is least expected
– i.e. there is to be no ‘sign’ in the sense of a prior warning. Most will
be caught unawares, but disciples must be in constant readiness. :
echoes :, and thus marks out this whole section as an extended
discussion of the theme of the unknown ‘day’ and ‘hour’, a theme
which recurs explicitly also in vv. , , , , , while its impli-
cations are drawn out in the various parables and other short sayings
which make up the section. :,  have parallels in Mark , and
most of the rest of :– has parallels in Luke  and , while
:– appears only in Matthew (though perhaps suggested by
Luke :–); it seems, then, that this section, like much of the
great discourses of Matthew, is a collection of relevant sayings of
Jesus brought together to underline the point initially introduced by
v. .

. But of that day and hour marks a deliberate change of subject
from ‘these things’ which have been discussed in vv. –. The time
of ‘these things’ could be given a clear limit (v. ), but no time is
known for ‘that day and hour’. As v.  has proposed a double agenda
for Jesus’ discourse, first ‘these things’ and secondly ‘your parousia
and the close of the age’, it seems likely that it is the latter which is
here taken up. This is confirmed by vv.  and  which specifically
speak of the parousia, a word that has been conspicuously absent
from vv. – (except to state in v.  that the parousia is to be dis-
tinguished from the period then under discussion). The date of the
parousia, then, is unknown not only to men and even angels, but also
to the Son. This title for Jesus occurs also in : (where see dis-
cussion); its omission from many MSS and early versions of the text
(see RSV mg.) is probably due to doctrinal embarrassment at the at-
tribution of ignorance to Jesus, a feature which is certainly unlikely
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to have been imported gratuitously into the tradition (and which is
in any case undoubtedly part of the original text of Mark :). This
is the clearest statement in the New Testament of a limitation of
Jesus’ knowledge, and it is perhaps significant that it is expressed in
Father/Son language, a relationship which combines the ideas both
of intimate unity and of filial dependence.

–. If the time is unknown, it will catch people unprepared.
The analogy with the days of Noah suggests that judgment is to be a
major feature (though it is not the whole picture) of the coming of the
Son of man. But the main point is the unpreparedness of Noah’s con-
temporaries. Whereas Noah and his family were ready, everyone else
carried on oblivious to the threat of judgment, and so, while Noah
was saved, they were swept away. The implication is that it is pos-
sible to prepare for the parousia, not by calculating its date, but by
a life of constant readiness and response to God’s warnings and in-
troductions. There will apparently be only two categories, the pre-
pared (and therefore saved) and the unprepared (and therefore lost).

–. This radical division is reinforced by two cameos of or-
dinary life suddenly disrupted. Both men are involved in the same
work in the field, both women in the same grinding at the mill. It is not
a difference in work or situation which causes the separation, but a
difference in readiness. (Cf. : for the idea of a coexistence of the
‘saved’ and the ‘lost’ until the final judgment.) Taken is the same verb
used e.g. in :; :; :; :; it implies to take someone to be
with you, and therefore here points to the salvation rather than the
destruction of the one ‘taken’. No indication is given of where
they are ‘taken’ to; the point is simply the sharp division which the
parousia will entail.

. The practical conclusion to be drawn from vv. – is that
of constant readiness, which will also be the focus of the rest of the
chapter and of :–. The parallel verse in Mark (:) is the con-
clusion to a short parable about a door-keeper, which Matthew
omits (no doubt because it makes the same point as Matthew’s
longer parable in vv. –). Your Lord (kyrios ) is in the Marcan
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version ‘the master (kyrios) of the house’, referring back to the para-
ble; Matthew has drawn out the latent Christological overtones of
the word (cf. on :).

–. The point of vv. – is summed up in a little parable par-
alleled in Luke :–. If house-breakers (broken into is literally ‘dug
through’, an easy mode of entry into a mud-walled house) gave prior
warning, no-one would be caught out; the Son of man, like the burglar,
does not advertise the time of his arrival. The only precaution,
therefore, is constant readiness. In view of such plain statements as
this it is astonishing that some Christians can still attempt to work
out the date of the parousia!

–. Another, longer parable makes a similar point, but also in-
dicates what ‘being ready’ will mean in practical terms. It describes
a servant (lit. ‘slave’) who is given overall authority as a steward dur-
ing his master ’s absence (cf. the responsibility given to the slaves in
:ff.). He can exercise his stewardship well (vv. –) or badly
(vv. –). The way in which these options are described helps to
give more concrete meaning to ‘being ready’; it is not to sit quietly
waiting, but to provide for the household (vv. –) – i.e. it is in
service to others that we prepare for the parousia. In contrast, un-
preparedness consists in selfish exploitation of others (v. :). So
‘ “to watch” means an active, laborious, responsible service’. The
reward for faithfulness is a place of higher and permanent respon-
sibility (v. ; cf. :, ); the punishment for failure is, literally, to
be ‘cut in pieces’ (v.  – see RSV mg.), a savage feature of the story-
scene which recalls the ‘torturers’ of : (cf.  Sam. :; Heb.
:). But as in : and :, the application also finds its way
into the story, and so the slave’s punishment is further described in
the terms used earlier for the ultimate fate of the wicked (cf. :;
:, ). This fate he will share with the hypocrites ; the unfaithful dis-
ciple can therefore expect no better fate than the ‘hypocrites’ who
have been castigated in ch.  for not doing what their professed
position demanded.

:–. The parable of the bridesmaids is a further reinforcement of
the same call for constant readiness for a ‘coming’ which will be at
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a time no-one can predict. This theme has already led to emphasis
on a division between the ready and the unready (:–, –),
and this is now drawn out more clearly in the contrasting fates of
the wise and foolish (vv. , –) ‘in that day’. These terms have already
been used to mark a similar division in :– and in :, and in
each case the ‘wise’ have been depicted as those who are engaged in
action appropriate to their professed status. This parable then is also
primarily concerned with taking appropriate action in view of the
coming ‘day’, so as not to be caught unprepared. When that happens,
it will be too late to prepare, and the door will be shut.

It is disputed how far the details of the parable are intended to be
given ‘allegorical’ identifications. To see the bridegroom as Jesus
himself seems warranted in the light of :. This would be a bold
figure for him to use, as the Old Testament frequently describes God
(not the Messiah) as the bridegroom, and Israel as the bride (Isa. :–
; :; Jer. :; Hos.  – ; etc.); but this would not be the only instance
of Jesus’ parables casting him in a role which is characteristically as-
cribed to God in the Old Testament. In this context, where the fo-
cus is on the parousia of the Son of man, this identification seems
required; and in that case perhaps it is reasonable to see the wedding
feast as the Messianic banquet, as it was in :– (cf. on :). But
to look for specific identifications of the oil (faith? good works?), or
the bridesmaids, beyond being representatives of those who are
ready or not, seems to be going beyond what the context requires.
The story, vividly detailed as it is, is essentially a warning not to be
caught unprepared, a warning which may apply to different groups
at different times. It is a warning addressed specifically to those in-
side the professing church who are not to assume that their future is
unconditionally assured; all ten are expecting to be at the feast, and
until the moment comes there is no apparent difference between
them – it is the crisis which will divide the ready from the unready.

–. Then clearly links the parable with the preceding warning; it
is not a description of the kingdom of heaven in general, but of what
will happen when God’s sovereign purpose reaches its climax in the
parousia of the Son of man. The details of the story are not all clear,
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as contemporary wedding customs are not fully known. The maid-
ens may be attendants of the bride, or servants in the bridegroom’s
home, or perhaps friends and neighbours. (The term ‘bridesmaids’
in our heading is not necessarily to be read in a modern cultural con-
text!) They are waiting to escort the bridegroom in festal procession,
probably in the last stage of the ceremonies as he brings his bride
home for the wedding feast. It is apparently a torchlight procession,
the lamps probably being ‘torches’ (of oil-soaked rags wrapped on a
stick) rather than standing lamps, which are described by a different
word in : and :; the word used here regularly means ‘torch’.

The addition ‘and the bride’ at the end of v.  (see RSV mg.) has early
MSS support, but is more likely to have been added to complete the
picture (a wedding without a bride is odd – but Jesus is not telling a
complete story!), than to have been omitted by a church which had
learnt to think of itself as the ‘bride of Christ’ (Eph. :–).

. Jeremias (PJ, pp. –) argues plausibly that the bridegroom was
delayed by protracted negotiations over the financial settlement. The
theme of a delayed coming has appeared already in :, and will
return in :; it was no doubt already an issue when Matthew
wrote – how could an ‘imminent’ coming be so long delayed? This
parable, like the last (see :), insists that delay is no excuse for not
being ready at any time. That the girls slumbered and slept (‘nodded off
and were sound asleep’ would get the sense of the Greek tenses) is
no fault in itself, for both ‘wise’ and ‘foolish’ did so; during the ‘de-
lay’ life must go on, and we cannot live on constant alert. The dif-
ference was whether they had already prepared for the summons, or
had left preparation to the last minute, when it would be too late.

–. Trimmed their lamps is literally ‘put their torches in order’.
They are lighting them for the procession. A well-soaked torch
would burn for a quarter of an hour or so, but those with no oil were
no sooner lit than they went out. The rebuff given by the wise to the
foolish (which should probably read more strongly than RSV: ‘Certainly
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not; there will never be enough …’) is not a charter for selfish un-
concern for others, but its presence in the parable may be intended
to remind us that no-one can ultimately rely on another’s prepared-
ness. The formal finality of the door was shut again hardly fits the at-
mosphere of a village wedding, but effectively makes the point that
there is a ‘too late’ in God’s time-table (cf. Heb. : – :).

–. The application increasingly colours the story. The girls’
appeal and the bridegroom’s response recall the chilling words of
:–; here, as there, I do not know you is a decisive formula of re-
jection, rather than a mere statement of fact (which could hardly be
true of half of the bridal procession!). The formula of :, ‘Many
are called, but few are chosen’, would aptly sum up the point, which
is similar to that of :–: it is not enough to be ‘in on the act’,
to be a professing disciple; the disciple must also be prepared for the
ultimate encounter. How we are to prepare, this parable does not
specify, but the next one will take up this point.

. This verse summarizes the message of the whole section
which began in :. If does not literally fit the story of the par-
able just told (neither wise nor foolish ‘stayed awake’ – which is what
watch literally means), but uses a different metaphor to drive home
the call for constant readiness.

vi. The parable of the talents (:–)
The theme of ‘being ready’, which dominated the last section, is still
at the centre of this parable, which again portrays a ‘coming’ and its
consequences for those who should have been preparing for it. But
this parable takes up the question which that of the bridesmaids left
unanswered: what is ‘readiness’? It is not a matter of passively ‘wait-
ing’, but of responsible activity, producing results which the com-
ing ‘master’ can see and approve. For the period of waiting was not
intended to be an empty, meaningless ‘delay’, but a period of op-
portunity to put to good use the ‘talents’ entrusted to his ‘slaves’.

The English use of ‘talent’ for a natural (or supernatural) aptitude
derives from this parable, and represents a common application of
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it to the need to ‘live up to our full potential’. But of course the
Greek talanton is simply a sum of money, part of the story-content
of the parable, and our interpretation should not be influenced by
the subsequent use of the word in English. In the context of Jesus’
ministry the sums of money entrusted to the slaves are more likely
to represent not natural endowments given to men in general, but
the specific privileges and opportunities of the kingdom of heaven.
The opportunities open to a disciple may differ in character and mag-
nitude, but they are all to be faithfully exploited before the master
returns. ‘Readiness’, therefore, consists in having already faithfully
discharged our responsibilities as disciples, whether they have been
small or great. It is the master who allocates the scale of responsi-
bility; the slave’s duty is merely to carry out faithfully the role en-
trusted to him.

A similar parable in Luke :– makes essentially the same
point, though it differs substantially in detail. The two are usually re-
garded as variant versions of the same original parable of Jesus,
though opinions differ as to which might in that case be closer to the
original. It is, however, at least possible that Jesus should have told
similar stories on more than one occasion, changing the details in
order to emphasize different areas of application for different
audiences. At any rate, each should be interpreted on its own terms,
not by means of the other.

–. For indicates a close link with the theme of : – :,
and particularly with the exhortation of v. . Slaves (servants is the
usual English euphemism for this word) often rose to positions of
great influence and responsibility (cf. :ff.; :–; :ff.).
Even so, the sums entrusted to them are huge: a talent varied from
place to place, and depending on the metal used for monetary pur-
poses, but it was generally regarded as equal to , denarii (for
which see on :–), so that in terms of modern purchasing power
it represents thousands of pounds (cf. on :–). The allocation
of these huge sums according to ability is not only commercial sense,
but recognizes that God reckons with his people as individuals
whose circumstances and personalities differ. The third servant
failed to recognize his master’s intention, and substituted security for
service. To that (mistaken) end his action was entirely appropriate:
‘Money can only be guarded by placing it in the earth’, observed a

 M A T T H E W



later Rabbi (Baba Metzia a). But cf. : for the possible result!
–. For the long time, see on :. Settled accounts makes it clear

that they had been given the money specifically for trading – the
profit accruing was no unexpected bonus, but was what was intended
from the start (cf. the idea of Luke :). The ‘reward’ of faithful
discharge of this responsibility is ‘not a well-endowed pension, but
even greater responsibility’ (Schweizer, p. ). It may be significant
that both slaves receive identical commendations, despite the dif-
ferent scale of responsibility originally given to them; their achieve-
ment has been proportionately the same, however different their
original endowment. Enter into the joy of your master is hardly com-
mercial language (not even in GNB’s more mundane version, ‘Come
on in and share my happiness’!); here, as in v. , the application is
again creeping into the telling of the story.

–. The third servant has simply failed to grasp the nature of
his responsibility. His failure is due not so much to laziness as to ‘a
sort of religious and oriental fatalism’ (Bonnard). Underlying this was
his view of his master (which the latter accepts with a grim irony in
v. ) as a ‘rapacious capitalist’ (Beare). Of course this characteriza-
tion is not an allegorical description of God, any more than the less-
than-ideal characters who represent God in other parables (Luke
:–; :; :–; etc.). Even on this unflattering view of his
master, however, his action was irresponsible; it represents a
discipleship which consists of playing safe, and so achieving
nothing (contrast :), ‘a religion concerned only with not doing
anything wrong’ (Schweizer, p. ). ‘Being ready’ consists not only
in keeping your slate clean, but in active, responsible, faithful
service which produces results.

–. Verse  is a repetition of : (see comments there). In
v. , as in :, the story has been ‘invaded’ by its application, and
the traditional description of the fate of the wicked (cf. :; :,
) makes explicit that the parable is to be understood (as vv. , 
had already hinted) in terms of the ultimate basis of salvation or con-
demnation.

vii. The last judgment (:–)
The theme of judgment which has run through chs.  –  here
reaches its superb climax. In particular the call to be ready for the
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parousia of the Son of man has increasingly raised the question of
what constitutes readiness, of how one may be prepared. The pre-
ceding section has begun to answer this question; now we are taken
further in our understanding of the criteria on which judgment is to
be based.

This powerful description of the final judgment is sometimes mis-
leadingly described as a ‘parable’. In fact, while vv. – do contain
the simile of a shepherd, otherwise this is a straightforward judgment
scene, similar in its conception to the prophetic and apocalyptic
visions of the ‘day of the Lord’ found in the Old Testament and in
later Jewish literature, but going far beyond them in at least three
ways: (a) the Son of man himself is at the centre, both as judge and
as the one to whom men must respond in order to be pronounced
‘blessed’ (v. ); (b) ‘all the nations’ are judged, not only the Gentiles;
(c) the criterion of judgment is not their attitude to Israel, or even
to God’s law, but their treatment of Jesus’ ‘little brothers’.

Until fairly recently it was generally assumed that this passage
grounded eternal salvation on works of kindness to all in need, and
that therefore its message was a sort of humanitarian ethic, with no
specifically Christian content. As such, it was an embarrassment to
those who based their understanding of the gospel on Paul’s teach-
ing that one is justified by faith in Christ and not by ‘good works’.
Was Matthew (or Jesus?) then against Paul?

More recent interpreters have insisted, however, that such an in-
terpretation does not do justice to the description of those in need
as Jesus’ brothers, nor to the use elsewhere in Matthew of language
about ‘these little ones’ (see below, on v. ). It is therefore increas-
ingly accepted that the criterion of judgment is not kindness to the
needy in general, but the response of the nations to disciples in need.
The passage is sometimes described as an expansion of the theme
of :–, where the gift of a cup of water is specifically ‘because
he is a disciple’, so that ‘he who receives you receives me’. Opinions
vary as to whether Jesus had in mind specifically Christian mission-
aries (as the context in ch.  suggests), or pastors and teachers, or
some other special group within the number of disciples (those
insignificant ones who are ‘greatest in the kingdom of heaven’,
:–). But on any of these views the criterion of judgment be-
comes not mere philanthropy, but men’s response to the kingdom
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of heaven as it is presented to them in the person of Jesus’ ‘broth-
ers’. It is, therefore, as in :–, ultimately a question of their re-
lationship to Jesus himself.

This line of interpretation, which seems to be more truly in tune
with the theological emphases of the Gospel as a whole, will be as-
sumed in the following comments.

. References to the coming of the Son of man in glory in associa-
tion with angels have occurred already in :–; :–; and his
glorious throne echoes :. In commenting on those passages (and
on :) I have suggested that this fulfilment of the visions of
Daniel  is something which Jesus expects progressively over the
whole period from his resurrection to his parousia, as the ‘everlast-
ing dominion’ predicted in Daniel : becomes increasingly a real-
ity. Here we see the climax of the progressive fulfilment, for it
seems clear from what follows that we are now transported to the
ultimate manifestation of that authority in the final judgment asso-
ciated with the parousia (which has been the focus of the whole dis-
course since :). But Jesus goes beyond the vision of Daniel ,
for whereas in that passage the throne was that of God the judge,
now it is the Son of man himself who sits on it as King (v. ); more-
over all the angels with him probably echoes Zechariah :, where they
accompany ‘the LORD your God’ in his coming to judgment. And
in v.  the language recalls the gathering of all the nations for judg-
ment in Joel :–, where again it is God who sits in judgment.

However, this divine figure still refers to ‘my Father’ as the one who
has pronounced judgment; the context of thought seems close to
that of John :–, where the Father has given to the Son ‘au-
thority to execute judgment, because he is the Son of man’ (v. ).

–. The point of the shepherd simile is to emphasize yet again
the ultimate division among those who up to that point have been
mixed up together (as sheep and goats regularly are in Palestinian
flocks, the goats being hard to distinguish superficially from the
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sheep, which are not like the white varieties of Europe!); cf. the par-
ables of ch.  for this emphasis on division, which has also been a
key theme since :. There is no middle ground between the
saved and the lost. Sheep (which are more commercially valuable) are
a regular Old Testament image for God’s people, and so appropri-
ately symbolize the ‘blessed’ here. Right and left in Jewish as in many
cultures symbolize favour and disfavour, good and bad fortune.

. For the Son of man as the King, cf. :; :; :. The
title reflects the ultimate destiny of the Son of man according to
Daniel :. But if he is king, what sort of kingdom can the righteous
inherit? : suggested that his disciples will share his kingly au-
thority, and :,  defined the ‘reward’ as one of further author-
ity. So the language here may indicate not merely the idea of ‘entering
his kingdom’, but of a delegation or sharing of his authority, a ‘king-
ship’ of their own, under his. For prepared, cf. :, where again it
is a sharing in Jesus’ authority ‘in his kingdom’ which is at issue. To
know that this kingdom is established from the foundation of the world,
sure and unalterable, is solid assurance for persecuted disciples in a
hostile world.

–. The hardships listed recall those promised in ch.  to
Jesus’ disciples in their mission, and are strikingly echoed in Paul’s
description of his experiences as a Christian missionary in 
Corinthians :–. The acts of kindness expected in response to
these hardships recall Isaiah :; the list is repeated four times in this
passage, and is clearly meant to be remembered as a guide to
practical discipleship. It is by such acts that one prepares for the
judgment.

–. While righteous usually denotes character or behaviour, it
can also have a more forensic sense, ‘acquitted’, and so here it de-
notes those on whom a favourable verdict has just been pronounced
(cf. :, ). Their failure to recognize whom they were helping is
eloquent testimony to the condescension of the king who is pres-
ent incognito in his humblest follower.

. For Jesus’ brethren, cf. :–; :. It is a term specially for
his disciples, not for men in general. The reference to the least of these
in this connection reminds us of ‘these little ones’ in :, which
was taken up more fully in :, , . (See above, on these verses
and on :.) In : the reference is particularly to disciples sent
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out in the master’s name; in ch.  it refers more to relationships
within the church. It seems, therefore, inappropriate to relate ‘the
least of these’ here to a specific group. It is in any brother of Jesus,
however insignificant, that Jesus himself is served, and it is that ser-
vice which is therefore the criterion of judgment, as it indicates how
one responds to Jesus himself. It is important to note that, in each
of the passages which refer to ‘these little ones’, the point is to de-
clare the importance of such people because of their identification
with Jesus (see esp. :, ; :). ‘It is the nearest that Matthew,
or the synoptic tradition generally, comes to the conception of the
Church as the Body of Christ’ (Green, p. ).

. As in :, the ultimate sentence is to depart from me, i.e.
loss of fellowship with Jesus. For fire as a picture of hell, cf. :;
:, ; :–. Here, as in :, the fire is eternal, a word which
may convey either the sense of ‘going on for ever’ or that of
‘belonging to the age to come’. If it is the former, the reference might
be either to a fire which never goes out because it is constantly
fed with new fuel, even though the fuel does not last for ever,
or to an unending experience of burning for the cursed. It is
clear therefore that the terminology of this verse and of verse 
does not by itself settle the issue between those who believe that hell
consists of endless conscious torment and those who see it as
annihilation. Whereas the ‘kingdom’ in v.  was prepared for
the blessed, the fire here is not prepared for the cursed, but rather
for the devil and his angels ; the cursed are going to a fate that was not
meant to be theirs.

–. As in vv. –, the dominant note is one of surprise.
Jesus’ way of assessing service is not that which comes naturally; as
so often, his teaching here turns the world’s standards upside down.
The ‘guilt’ of the cursed arises not so much from doing wrong things

M A T T H E W   :  ‒   :   

. To translate aio-nios as ‘everlasting’ instead of ‘eternal’ has the effect of
foreclosing this issue by allowing only that sense of aio-nios which
‘annihilationists’ would argue is not required in this context. Hence
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as from failure to do right. As in :– and –, to do nothing
is seen as the road to condemnation.

. Throughout this passage there have been only two classes of
people, the blessed and the cursed, those ‘for’ and those ‘against’ (cf.
:). So now there are only two destinies (cf. Dan. :). For eter-
nal, see the note on v. . But whereas ‘fire’ and punishment might carry
within them the idea of annihilation, life by its very nature excludes
the possibility of termination. If ‘everlasting’ is an ‘unfortunate
mistranslation’ in relation to the fate of the wicked, it is clearly an
essential part of what eternal life must convey.
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 . THE DEATH AND RESURRECTION OF
JESUS ( : –  : )

We now come to the events which, particularly since :, have been
insistently predicted as the climax and indeed the essential purpose
of Jesus’ ministry. This is no more ‘appendix’ or ‘epilogue’ (as has
sometimes been suggested by those who see the essential structure
of the Gospel in the five ‘books’ concluded by the five great dis-
courses; see above, pp. –); rather Martin Kähler put the em-
phasis in the right place when he described the Gospels (with some
exaggeration!) as ‘passion narratives with extended introductions’.

From now on Matthew follows Mark’s narrative very closely (un-
like Luke and John, both of whom, while maintaining the same
basic order of events, drew on important independent traditions).
Virtually everything in Mark  –  reappears in Matthew  – 
(except for some less essential narrative details), and little is added
beyond Matthew’s typical allusions to Scripture, and his own
distinctive way of telling the same events. The most obvious non-
Marcan section in chs.  –  is the account of Judas’ death in :–
, and that, like the narrative in chs.  and , is really an extended



fulfilment-story, structured around one of Matthew’s formula-
quotations. Most striking is the absence of any teaching of Jesus
from these chapters; apart from a few key sayings, Jesus is silent. The
time for teaching, and therefore the time for response to Jesus’
appeal, is past. There remains only the work he came to do.

Through these chapters run two complementary emphases. On
the one hand, Jesus goes obediently to a fate which ‘must’ happen
in fulfilment of the Scriptures. The Son of God is willingly carry-
ing out his Father’s purpose. There is no sense of his being the un-
fortunate victim of forces too strong for him; he is in charge. But
at the same time there is equal emphasis on the deliberate and re-
sponsible actions of those who are determined to do away with him,
primarily the Jewish leaders but also the Jewish crowd, and especially
the traitor Judas. Thus God’s saving design and man’s malevolence
are here woven together into an immensely powerful drama, which
will conclude in ch.  with the ultimate triumph of Jesus as the risen
Lord of all.

A. Preparation for the passion (:–)

i. Introduction (:–)
The last use of Matthew’s formula (cf. :; :; :; :) includes
now the word all, perhaps to emphasize that this is the end of Jesus’
teaching. There may be a deliberate echo of the similar formula
which concluded Moses’ teaching in Deuteronomy :. Jesus’ re-
minder of his earlier predictions of the passion (:; :–;
:–) serves now to underline that what is about to happen is
planned by God (even before it is ‘planned’ by men in vv. –!), and
that Jesus knows and accepts it beforehand. The fact that it is to hap-
pen at the Passover is no coincidence; the commemoration of Israel’s
rescue from Egypt is the appropriate time for the ultimate act of re-
demption to occur. The significance of the Passover typology will
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become more obvious in vv. –. After two days probably means ‘the
day after tomorrow’. ‘Passover day’ itself was Nisan , when the
lambs were killed in the late afternoon, but the term was used loosely
for the whole festival period, including especially the eating of the
Passover meal, which was in the evening which began Nisan  (the
Jewish ‘day’ began at sunset). The date could now therefore be either
Nisan  or . The chronology will be discussed on v. .

ii. The plot against Jesus (:–)
–. A meeting of the chief priests and the elders under the chair-

manship of the high priest sounds like a semi-formal meeting of at least
a sub-committee of the Sanhedrin, in which these two groups were
the dominant part. It is striking that the scribes and the Pharisees,
who have been the most prominent antagonists of Jesus in the
Gospel so far, are not mentioned now that the time for official ac-
tion has come. Indeed, Pharisees appear again only in :, and
scribes in :; : (several mentions of ‘scribes’ in Mark  – 
are omitted by Matthew). They were represented in the Sanhedrin,
but here in Jerusalem it is the priestly and aristocratic group who
make the running, and Matthew’s emphasis on their initiative from
now on makes it plain that it is the official representatives of Israel
who have now finally rejected the Messiah. Caiaphas, who is not
named by Mark, was High Priest from AD  to .

. The fear of a tumult among the people was a real one in the light of
Jesus’ reception in :–, –. But they could hardly delay until
after the feast, as Jesus would presumably leave Jerusalem, while an ar-
rest before the feast could hardly help, as the crowd was already there
and had already been listening to Jesus’ ‘inflammatory’ teaching for
some days. Jeremias (EWJ, pp. –) therefore suggested that en te-

heorte- means not ‘during the feast’ but ‘among the festival crowd’; i.e.
they wanted a less public opportunity to arrest Jesus. This translation
is improbable, but it correctly points up their dilemma; an arrest was
possible only during the feast, and yet it was bound to cause trouble un-
less it could be done by stealth (v. ). It was to this dilemma that Judas’
offer provided the unexpected answer (vv. –).

iii. The anointing at Bethany (:–)
Instead of proceeding straight to the answer to the authorities’
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dilemma, Matthew, following Mark, first relates a story which stands
dramatically over against the atmosphere of intrigue and hostility in
vv. –, –. (In placing the story here Mark followed his frequent
‘sandwich’ technique, where one story is inserted into the middle of
another to draw attention to the way one interprets or balances the
other.) It is a story of anointing, which must inevitably suggest the
Messianic mission of Jesus (‘Messiah’ = ‘anointed’); and it shows
Jesus prepared for his death in fulfilment of that mission. So behind
the human plots of the priests and Judas stands Jesus’ deliberate
acceptance of Messianic suffering.

All four Gospels have a story of a woman anointing Jesus.
Matthew, Mark and John all place it at Bethany in the context of the
passion, though John differs from the others in detail (including the
date – he places it before the entry to Jerusalem). Luke :–, how-
ever, differs so much both in setting and in content (it is in Galilee,
in a Pharisee’s house, it involves a ‘sinner’, and gives rise to Jesus’
teaching on forgiveness and love) that it may well relate to a sep-
arate and earlier incident; in that case the action of the woman
(unnamed, except in John) here may be in deliberate imitation of that
earlier tribute of love.

. Bethany, where Jesus had close friends (John :–; :–; cf.
Luke :–), was where Jesus and his disciples spent at least the
first night during this Passover week (see on :, but also below,
on vv. , ). Simon the leper is otherwise unknown to us. He was pre-
sumably a well-known local figure, perhaps one whom Jesus had
cured (as one who was still a leper could not entertain guests to din-
ner) but whose nickname remained as a reminder of his former dis-
ease.

. The very expensive ointment is identified by Mark and John as
‘nard’, i.e. spikenard, an extremely expensive luxury imported from
India, used especially for anointing the dead (NBD, p. ). This last
fact gives point to Jesus’ comment in v. , but there is no sugges-
tion that the woman herself saw it in that light; it was not uncom-
mon for guests at a banquet to be anointed, but the use of such an
expensive oil was an act of extravagant devotion. It may well be that
she did it to express her belief that Jesus was the Messiah.

–. The objection is not voiced, as in Mark, by ‘some’; still less,
as in John, only by Judas; but by the disciples. Perhaps by recording this
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Matthew wishes to warn his readers that it is possible for sincere
Christians to adopt such an unbalanced sense of values that they
regard as waste what is in fact a ‘beautiful’ act of devotion to
Christ. Their concern for the poor is admirable, but it is a question of
priorities.

–. Jesus’ reply establishes the right priorities for that situation.
This was a beautiful act (perhaps ‘noble’ or ‘admirable’ would better
convey the sense of kalon), because it recognized the special nature
of this occasion when Jesus was still present. The continuing obli-
gation to help the poor is not in the least decried; indeed v. , with
its echo of Deuteronomy :, assumes that that obligation will al-
ways apply to Jesus’ disciples. But that duty must not be turned into
a rigid regulation which allows no room for the spontaneous (and
even extravagant) expression of devotion to Jesus.

. Of course a body would not normally be anointed for burial be-
fore it was dead! Rather this was done for the corpse (see Mark :;
Luke : – :; John :–). Jesus’ interpretation of the
woman’s act therefore seems to assume that his death will be that of
a criminal, whose body would not be buried with proper ceremony;
Matthew will accordingly make no further mention of anointing in
connection with Jesus’ burial.

. Individual acts of charity to the poor are soon forgotten; not
so this loving ‘extravagance’. This gospel is a remarkable phrase for
Jesus to use in this context. The phrase has been used already in
:, again with reference to a ‘world-wide’ preaching (though
here the word is kosmos, an even more all-inclusive idea than oikoumene-

– see :), but whereas there the ‘gospel of the kingdom’ might
have been taken to be simply Jesus’ teaching, here it is clear that it
includes also his life, and particularly the events of his passion.

iv. Judas joins the plot (:–)
. We now pick up from v. , and see the answer to the dilemma

of the chief priests. Judas Iscariot, hitherto mentioned only in the list of
the twelve in :, now becomes the central actor in the drama
(:–, –, –; :– all focus on him). His involvement
is on his own initiative, and comes across in v.  as a cold business
proposition. The reason for his action can only be guessed. John :
tells us that he had an eye for financial gain, and the sum involved
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(equal to  denarii, for which see on :) was not inconsiderable,
but few have been able to believe that this was enough to cause such
a radical volte-face. If he was the only Judean in the group (see on
:) he may have resented the leadership of the Galilean fishermen,
but even cultural pride would hardly turn him against one whom he
still believed in. More likely he was disillusioned that Jesus’ idea of
Messiahship (just graphically confirmed in v. ) was not that for
which he had joined the movement; with the threat of imminent of-
ficial reprisals instead of the triumphant leadership of Israel he may
have been hoping for (cf. :), it was time to get out before it was
too late. He may even have concluded sincerely (as did Saul of Tar-
sus) that Jesus was after all a false prophet, who must be destroyed.
Whatever the reason, Matthew does not present him as a reluctant
informer. For the place of his decision in the purpose of God, see
on v. .

. To deliver him would mean in that situation to inform them, as
only one of his constant companions could, of where among all the
Passover crowds he could be secretly arrested, to avoid a popular up-
roar. Thirty pieces (shekels) of silver was the sum laid down as com-
pensation paid to an owner for the loss of a slave (Exod. :); but
Matthew’s mention of the specific sum is clearly intended to echo
Zechariah :, where that same sum is ‘weighed out’ (the same
word in LXX as paid here) as the derisory ‘wages’ of the rejected shep-
herd, who was a Messianic figure.

. From that moment is the same phrase as was used in the formula
of :; : to mark a new beginning. It implies that the ball has
now been set rolling, and all that now remains is to find an oppor-
tunity.

So the scene is set. ‘The calm prediction of Jesus is contrasted
with the furtive plottings of the Jewish leaders. The devotion of the
faithful woman who prepares Jesus for his death is counter-pointed
by Judas’ calculated betrayal … The section :– is a striking over-
ture to the events and themes of Matthew’s Passion’ (Senior, p. ).
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v. The Last Supper (:–)
Despite the plots of vv. –, –, these verses show us Jesus in
charge of the situation. He knew the priests’ purpose before they had
formulated it (v. ), and he is already well aware of Judas’ role (vv.
–). He now initiates the process which will lead without a break
throughout these chapters to its climax on the cross. Its context, we
are not allowed to forget, is the Passover, and it is with Jesus’
‘Passover’ meal, giving startling new meaning to a familiar ritual, that
the process begins.

. Properly speaking the feast of Unleavened Bread ran from
Nisan  to , but Passover day itself, Nisan , was loosely included
in that period (in fact it was on the evening which began Nisan 
that leaven began to be removed from the houses: Mishnah Pesah. im
:–), and so it is referred to here as the first day of Unleavened Bread.

To eat the passover unambiguously points to the Passover meal,
which was officially eaten on the evening which began Nisan . (Re-
member that the Jewish day began at sunset and not, like ours, at
midnight.) But the Gospel of John (see esp. John :; :; :)
plainly dates the Last Supper on the night which began Nisan  (i.e.
the night before the regular Passover meal), so that Jesus in fact died
on the afternoon at the end of Nisan , the time when the Passover
lambs were killed. This date is also suggested by Paul’s language
about Christ being ‘sacrificed as our Passover’ ( Cor. :), and is sup-
ported by the independent Jewish tradition that Jesus was executed
‘on the eve of the Passover’ as well as by the fact that according to
astronomical calculations Nisan  never fell on a Friday between AD

 and  (Finegan, pp. –).
Is Matthew (following Mark) then wrong in describing this as a

Passover meal and in dating its preparation on Nisan ? The mat-
ter is too complex for full discussion here, and has given rise to in-
numerable theories, many of which depend on the quite unsup-
ported assumption that Jesus operated on a different calendar from
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. Josephus also refers to the th as ‘the day of unleavened bread’ (BJ v.
); see further, Gundry, p. , for the frequent confusion of Passover
and Unleavened Bread in Josephus.

. Sanhedrin a; so also the nd-century Gospel of Peter  ().



that of official Judaism. The simplest solution, and the one as-
sumed in this commentary, is that Jesus, knowing that he would be
dead before the regular time for the meal, deliberately held it in se-
cret one day early. Luke :– indicates Jesus’ strong desire for
such a meal with his disciples before his death, and his awareness that
the time was short. Of course it was strictly incorrect to hold a
‘Passover’ at any time other than the evening of Nisan /, but
Jesus was not one to be bound by formal regulations in an emergency
situation! (This would also explain the lack of any mention of a lamb,
the central feature of the Passover meal; the lambs had to be ritu-
ally slaughtered in the temple, and this could not be done until the
next day. It was therefore a Passover meal in intention, but without
a lamb.)

The date of the preparation and eating of the meal was, therefore,
as Matthew states, Nisan  (i.e. the evening which began that day; the
killing of the lambs would take place later that same ‘day’, i.e. before
sunset the next afternoon, as Mark : indicates), and not the nor-
mal date of Nisan . It is our unfamiliarity with the Jewish reck-
oning of days which has caused most interpreters to think that in
speaking of Nisan  Mark and Matthew meant the evening follow-
ing the sacrifice, rather than the evening preceding it. In Jewish terms,
the sacrifice in the afternoon and the regular Passover meal that same
evening were on different ‘days’.

–. Matthew has dispensed with Mark’s picturesque account
of the disciples following the man with the waterpot, by substitut-
ing a certain one, a Greek phrase which functions like our ‘so-and-so’
to indicate that Jesus gave full details, but Matthew is not including
them. It seems, especially from Mark’s account, that Jesus had an
existing agreement with the owner of the house for the use of a large
room (such a room was unlikely to be available in Jerusalem at
Passover time without prior arrangement). Kairos (time) often refers
to an appointed, climactic moment, the time of fulfilment or con-
summation (see e.g. :; :; :). Like the Johannine references
to Jesus’ ‘hour’ (John :; :; :; :; etc.; Matthew has a
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similar use in :) it shows Jesus’ conscious fulfilment of a pre-
determined plan.

. When it was evening suggests a time shortly after sunset, but the
Greek opsias genomene-s means more generally ‘when it was late’. If
Matthew’s dating of the preparation of the meal on Nisan  (and
therefore not before sunset) is to be taken precisely, then the meal
itself would have begun some time later. (Cf. the use of the same
phrase in : for a period long after :, where opsias genomene-s
was already used!) Sat at table is literally ‘reclined’, the normal posture
by New Testament times at least for a special meal such as the
Passover (see Jeremias, EWJ, pp. –).

–. Mark’s version of Jesus’ words includes the phrase ‘one
who is eating with me’, generally agreed to be an allusion to Psalm
:. While we might have expected Matthew to retain so suitable an
allusion to the fulfilment of Scripture, perhaps he has felt it unnec-
essary to do so explicitly, as the whole story of vv. – (esp. v. )
inevitably recalls that Psalm to those who knew it. This is the first
time Jesus’ predictions of his passion have explicitly included the
treachery of one of you, though betray here is the same Greek word
as ‘deliver’ in :; :; :, where the person responsible was
not specified. Very sorrowful is a rather weak translation for a phrase
which contains Matthew’s favourite word for violent emotion, even
shock (used in :, ; :; :; :). They are so shaken that
they cannot even trust their own self-knowledge – though the form
of their question might be better translated, ‘You can’t possibly mean
me, can you?’

. Since the meal was eaten from a common dish into which all
those present would frequently dip their hands, this is no more spe-
cific an identification than v. . It is hard to imagine that, if Judas
had been openly identified as the traitor, he would have been allowed
to leave the room unhindered (unless, of course, the disciples
thought Jesus was talking about some indefinite time in the future).
Jesus’ failure to be more specific here is another example of his will-
ingness to let events take their course. (Even John :–, with an
apparently specific identification, finishes with the eleven mystified
as to Judas’ purpose: John :.)

. Here is the paradox of the whole passion story in a nutshell
– the events must happen as it is written ; but this does not excuse the
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deliberate betrayal. This same paradox of God’s sovereign purpose
and man’s responsibility runs through the early Christian preaching
of the cross (see Acts :; :–; :–). Cf. :– for the
same paradox in a wider context.

. Only Matthew records this direct question and answer, and in
view of the general lack of clear identification noted on v. , we
must assume that it was a private conversation. Judas, surely disin-
genuously, uses the same incredulous form of question as the
others (see on v. ), but it is interesting that instead of kyrie (‘Lord’
– see on :) Judas, here and in v. , uses Rabbi (Master), a term ap-
propriate to any Jewish teacher, and not used at all by the other dis-
ciples in Matthew. So his question, in comparison with theirs, rings
hollow, and Jesus need only turn it back upon him, You have said so.
In : and : there is an element of qualification (not of eva-
sion) in this form of words, in that the charges made, even if true,
are not in the words Jesus himself would have chosen; it is thus ‘an
affirmation modified only by a preference for not stating the mat-
ter expressis verbis’. But in all these cases it is clearly affirmative, pick-
ing up and accepting the answer already proposed by the question
(like the American idiom, ‘You got it’!).

. J. Jeremias (EWJ, pp. –) has helpfully outlined the nor-
mal course of the Passover meal, which (with the exception of the
lamb) we may assume was followed at Jesus’ anticipated ‘Passover’.
The thanksgiving over the bread and the cup recorded in vv.  and
 will therefore be a regular part of the main section of the meal
(making this the third of the four cups of the Passover), and we may
reasonably assume that Jesus used the traditional words of thanks-
giving. Blessed refers, of course, to blessing God, not blessing the
bread; the form of words was ‘Blessed art Thou, O Lord our God,
King of the Universe, who bringest forth bread from the earth’. But
Matthew, taking these well-known words for granted, records only
the startlingly unfamiliar words which Jesus added, and which would
henceforward form the basis for the Christian meal which took the
place of the old Passover. The Passover ritual had its own words of
explanation for the food and drink, relating to the events of the
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deliverance from Egypt; but now Jesus gives a new interpretation in
terms of a new and greater deliverance.

In describing the broken bread as my body Jesus at least makes un-
mistakably clear that he is to be violently killed; any hopes his dis-
ciples may still have cherished, that he did not mean what he said
about going to Jerusalem to die, are now dramatically dispelled. That
was no doubt hard enough to accept, but in commanding them
specifically to eat (and in v.  to drink – only Matthew includes these
imperatives, making more explicit the ‘Do this’ of  Cor. :–)
he goes further, and introduces the concept of a personal partici-
pation in the effects of that death, a concept more powerfully spelt
out in John :–. If the eating of the Passover meal served to
identify the Israelite with the redemption from Egypt, so does this
‘eating’ and ‘drinking’ convey the benefits of Jesus’ paschal sacrifice
to those who share his table.

–. The words over the cup fill out this idea. Blood … poured
out is unmistakably sacrificial language, and the allusive phrase for
many (for which see on :) identifies that ‘pouring out’ as that of
the Servant of God of Isaiah :, who ‘poured out his soul to
death’, as ‘an offering for sin’ (Isa. :). So the whole idea of vic-
arious suffering for the sins of God’s people which runs through-
out Isaiah  underlies these words. Matthew makes this even more
explicit by adding for the forgiveness of sins. And that last phrase, to-
gether with the mention of the covenant, echoes Jeremiah’s prophecy
(:–) of a ‘new covenant’ leading to the forgiving and forget-
ting of the sins of God’s people. The phrase blood of the covenant
(echoing Exod. :) recalls that God’s relations with his people had
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. For the different forms in which Jesus’ words are recorded, and for a
proposal for the original Hebrew or Aramaic form, see Jeremias, EWJ,
pp. –, and his summary in NTT, pp. –.

. The verb is, here and in v. , should not, of course, be taken in a
crudely literal sense; cf. :–, –, where the same verb is used
throughout to indicate a symbolic equivalence.

. The word ‘new’ occurs before covenant in many early MSS, as it does also
in the disputed text of Luke :, and unquestionably in  Cor. :.
But even if it was not an original part of the text in Matthew (as seems



always depended on the sacrificial shedding of blood, and this new
covenant is no exception.

So these words, rich in Old Testament associations, indicate that
Jesus’ death will inaugurate the new relationship between God and
his people to which the prophets looked forward. To speak of a
covenant is to speak of a community of the people of God. From
now on this community will be constituted by the sacrifice of Jesus,
and will consist of those who by ‘eating’ and ‘drinking’ are identi-
fied with the benefits of his sacrificial death. Here, then, is the
theological foundation for the theme, which has emerged through-
out this Gospel, of a new basis of membership of the people of
God. The Passover which brought about the formation of the nation
Israel under the Sinai covenant (cf. the allusion to Exod. :) now
points forward to a new redemption constituting a true Israel in dis-
tinction from the merely national community of the old covenant.

. Jesus’ words over the bread and the cup have focused on
death. But beyond that death lies life, in my Father’s kingdom. Again rep-
resents the important Matthaean phrase ap‘ arti, ‘from now on’ (for
which see on :); it ‘serves to mark a point in time which separ-
ates the two situations of “now” and “one day” ’ (Trilling, pp. –
); a new day is now dawning. The words fruit of the vine were part
of the regular thanksgiving which Jesus will have used over the cup
(v. ), for which see Mishnah Berakoth :. The next such ‘feast’ to-
gether will be with the new wine of the Messianic banquet (see on
:). Mark’s version of this saying seems to refer only to the joyful
prospect for Jesus himself, but Matthew’s addition of with you makes
it clear that that banquet is no private celebration, but an act of fel-
lowship. The companionship of Jesus with his disciples, so soon to
be broken by death, will be restored in my Father’s kingdom (an unusual
and lovely phrase, including the Father himself in that future fam-
ily reunion of Jesus and his disciples). So the emphasis on death in
the preceding words leads to a sense not of sombre finality, but of
joyful anticipation of new life through death.

. The hymn was presumably Psalms  – , the last part of
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the Hallel, which were sung at the end of the Passover meal. The
Mount of Olives was en route for Bethany (see on v. ), but Jesus has
no intention of going back there for this night. According to Luke
:; : they regularly slept out on the slopes, as many Passover
pilgrims did, rather than in Bethany itself.

vi. Jesus predicts Peter’s denial (:–)
This short dialogue on the way to the Mount of Olives illustrates
Jesus’ remarkable concern for his chosen band of followers. Even
in the face of his own impending suffering, he is aware that the com-
ing ordeal will be too much for them, and so he continues to devote
time to warning, explaining, preparing them. In this way, though they
will still fail him at first, it will be possible for them to come to terms
with the experience afterwards. As usual, Peter appears in the role
of leader, in failure and restoration as well as in loyal service.

. Fall away is literally ‘be made to stumble’, the same verb as in
:–; :; :, ; :; :–; : (see the comments
esp. on : and :–). It is the opposite to the response of ac-
cepting faith. Because of me indicates that it is Jesus’ own ordeal
which will ‘trip them up’. Their failure will be due not merely to fear
for their personal safety, but to inability to grasp the purpose of
Jesus’ suffering. This shockingly unheroic expectation of the fate of
the Messiah and his followers is then shown to be already written in
Zechariah :, a rather cryptic passage which is probably to be un-
derstood as one of a series of pictures in Zechariah  –  of a
humble rejected Messianic figure, the shepherd-king. In Zechariah
:– the shepherd who ‘stands next to’ God is struck by God’s
sword and the flock is scattered; but eventually one-third of them,
refined and purified, are restored to be God’s people. So the suffering
of the Messiah has its devastating effect also on his people (the flock ;
cf. Luke :, and see further, my JOT, pp. –), but will lead
in time to their establishment as the Messianic community.
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. For a valuable exploration of this theme, see F. F. Bruce, This is That
(), pp. –.

. See further, my JOT, pp. , –,  for the significance of the
quotation, and ibid., pp. ,  for its text-form. The first person verb,



. This saying, another clear prediction of the resurrection (cf.
:, etc.), includes the new note of a renewed fellowship with the
disciples after the passion. It will be taken up in :,  and fulfilled
in :–, where the scattered flock is regathered in Galilee. To go
before might be a continuation of the shepherd image in the idea of
the shepherd leading his flock (cf. the same verb in :); but the verb
proago- also means to go on ahead and so to get there first (e.g. :;
:), and the story in ch.  suggests this meaning here. When they
leave for Galilee, rather than leaving a corpse behind in Jerusalem,
they will find a risen Lord is already there ahead of them!

–. For the idea of denying Jesus, cf. on :–. The alter-
native, for the follower of a crucified Messiah, is to deny oneself
(:). Peter (and the others, v. b) has as yet no understanding of
the choice which will be required; to him it is a simple black-and-
white issue of principle. But Jesus’ prediction in v.  was based on
a more intimate knowledge of the pressures, both internal and ex-
ternal, which they would have to face. Matthew’s omission (to-
gether with Luke and John) of Mark’s ‘twice’ with reference to the
cock-crow is typical of his tendency to leave out unnecessary nar-
rative details. Cocks were expected to crow at regular times during
the night, of which the second (about . a.m.) was the most im-
portant for time-keeping, and so could be spoken of as the cock-
crowing.

vii. Jesus’ prayer in Gethsemane (:–)
This remarkable narrative, which probably lies behind John :–
 and Hebrews :– as well as the explicit Synoptic accounts,

 M A T T H E W

I will strike, which replaces an imperative in the Old Testament text, does
not materially change the meaning, as the imperative is addressed by
God to his sword; in either case, God is clearly the agent.

. See H. Kosmala, Annual of the Swedish Theological Institute  (),
pp. –;  (), pp. – for the punctuality of cocks in
Jerusalem; cf. also Senior, p.  n. . To make an issue of historical
harmonization out of this obvious simplification is surely pedantic: see
the notorious example in H. Lindsell, The Battle for the Bible (),
pp. –.



gives perhaps the most intimate insight into the nature of Jesus’ re-
lationship with his Father, as well as into the cost of his Messianic
mission. It blends together the reality of his humanity with the
uniqueness of his position as Son of God. At the same time it il-
lustrates the weakness of the disciples, and prepares us for their sub-
sequent failure.

Dunn (pp. –) has a useful discussion of objections raised
against the historicity of the account, particularly the observation
that the disciples could hardly have recorded words spoken while
they were asleep! See on this also Gundry (p. ), to which one
might add that Luke’s account of forty days of post-resurrection
teaching allows plenty of opportunity for Jesus to inform them of
what he had gone through on this momentous night. The story is
told throughout from Jesus’ point of view rather than that of the dis-
ciples (in contrast with, say, :–).

. Gethsemane (meaning ‘oil-press’) was a ‘garden’ (John :), per-
haps an enclosed olive-orchard, on the slopes of the Mount of
Olives. It was a regular rendezvous for Jesus and his disciples (John
:; cf. Luke :–), perhaps their overnight bivouac for the fes-
tival (cf. above, on vv. , ), so that Judas knew where to find them.
Jesus could easily have foiled his plan by choosing a different place
for this night, but, as we saw on v.  above, this was not his inten-
tion.

–. The three who accompanied Jesus at the transfiguration
(see on :) are with him now apparently simply for companion-
ship. But it may be significant that it is these three who have expli-
citly declared their readiness to share Jesus’ fate ( :; :); they
are now called to share with him in preparing for it, and even at this
level they will fail. To be sorrowful and troubled hardly does justice to the
Greek verbs which suggest an anguish of wretchedness. My soul is
very sorrowful (again a weak translation of the uncommon word
perilypos, ‘deeply grieved’; cf. Mark :) is an echo of the LXX trans-
lation of the refrain of Psalms  – , ‘Why are you cast down, O
my soul …?’, the lament of a righteous sufferer who knows his hope
in God will ultimately be vindicated. Even to death probably indicates
the scale of his grief (as in Jon. :), but may also define its cause –
it is grief as he approaches death. In this emotional turmoil Jesus
wants company (with me is added by Matthew to make this plain); that
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the Son of God should want the ‘moral support’ of three fishermen
(and that he should be disappointed, v. ) is a supreme illustration
of the paradox of the incarnation.

. While others sometimes fell on their faces before Jesus (:; cf.
Luke :; :), this is the only time Jesus is said to have prostrated
himself. The posture indicates the strength of the emotion which
leads to prayer. But the address My Father (cf. on :; :–) lifts
the whole episode from that of an abject appeal to the intimate com-
munion of the Son of God with the Father, whose will he delights
to do. The issue is not whether or not Jesus should accept the
Father’s purpose, but whether that purpose need include the horri-
fying cup (see on :) of vicarious suffering, or whether there is
some other way. Hence the remarkable blend in this verse of a clear
request with the acceptance that that request might not be granted
– a blend which could well be imitated in much of our praying, with
its often peremptory demands. The only issue that matters is what
are the limits of the will of God. Jesus’ prayer is an exploration of
those limits, but never attempts to break outside them.

–. Watch means simply ‘keep awake’, and that is certainly its
primary sense here and in v. . The specific temptation facing these
three disciples was that of denying Jesus (vv. –), and their fail-
ure when the test came was due to their failure now to share in Jesus’
preparation for the ordeal. They would be, almost literally, ‘caught
napping’. But we have seen the same word watch used metaphorically
in :–; :, and no doubt Matthew expects the exhortation of
v.  to be applied beyond the problem of inability to keep awake in
this unique crisis. The weakness of the flesh is a permanent problem
of Christian discipleship, which calls for constant vigilance and for
the prayer which Jesus has already prescribed in :.

. Jesus’ second prayer is an ‘advance’ on the first; the ‘if it be
possible’ of v.  is now resolved, and so the tentative request gives
way to a firm thy will be done. This direct echo of : is the third echo
in Jesus’ Gethsemane prayer of the Lord’s prayer (cf. ‘Father’, v. ,
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with :; and v.  with :) – Jesus practises what he had preached
to his disciples!

–. Matthew’s explicit mention of three prayers by Jesus on
this occasion may be intended to contrast with the three denials in
vv. – which will result from Peter’s failure to share in Jesus’
prayer.

–. Most modern versions take Jesus’ first words here as a
question, like that of v. . If they are read as imperative, as in the
older versions, they must either be heavily ironical, or a significant
time-lag must be assumed before the Rise of v. . For the hour, see
on v. . The time of preparation is over, and the action is about to
begin. Let us be going could suggest a desire to escape, but the verb
implies rather going into action, advance rather than retreat. Jesus
goes now willingly to meet the sinners through whom his Father’s will
is to be achieved. The use of the word sinners, here alone in Jesus’ pre-
dictions of his passion, perhaps indicates some of the reasons for
his revulsion in the face of ‘this cup’ (vv. –).

B. The arrest and trial of Jesus (: – :)

i. The arrest (:–)
Judas’ movements have not been mentioned since Jesus let him know
that he was aware of his intentions (:). Now we see that he has
not been idle since then, and his plans are about to materialize. But
even though on the surface it is Judas who takes the initiative at this
point, the repeated message of these verses is that in fact it is Jesus
who is in control. What happens happens only because Jesus delib-
erately refuses to prevent it, as he could easily do.

. Judas is described as one of the twelve not simply to identify him
(that is hardly necessary after vv. –, ), but to emphasize the
shocking fulfilment of Jesus’ prediction in v. . For the compos-
ition of the great crowd, see Blinzler (pp. –), who concludes that
they were a detachment of the ‘police’ who were at the disposal of
the Sanhedrin (supported, according to John :, , by ‘soldiers’
who were in fact the Jewish temple guards), and suggests that the
number, while ‘great’ in comparison with the unprepared disciple
group, should not be overestimated – this was, after all, intended to
be an ‘undercover’ operation (vv. –).
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–. For a Rabbi’s disciple to kiss his master (on hand or foot)
was not an everyday greeting, but a mark of special honour. Nor dare
the disciple take this initiative uninvited; to do so was a ‘studied in-
sult’ (AB, p. ). The greeting of Jesus as Rabbi in this context is
therefore heavily ironical (see on v. , the only other use of this
address in Matthew, again by Judas). Judas’ action thus not only
identifies Jesus to the arresting party, but marks his own public
repudiation of Jesus’ authority.

. Jesus responds with the word Friend, sometimes used for a
‘table-companion’, perhaps to remind Judas of his presence at the
supper-table that evening; but in the two other uses of this form of
address in Matthew (:; :) there is an element of rebuke. The
following words (lit. ‘for which you are here’) are obscurely ellipti-
cal, and could be construed as a command (as RSV mg.), a wish (‘let
what you have come for be carried out’), or even an exclamation
(‘What an errand you have come on!’). The interrogative construc-
tion adopted by RSV is less plausible; Jesus is well aware of Judas’
errand, but none the less he does not resist, even encourages, its
completion.

–. John supplies the names of both the disciple (Peter) and
the high priest’s slave (Malchus), and Luke tells of the restoration of
the ear. But Matthew simply tells the bare facts in order to draw out
the message of Jesus’ rejection of violent resistance, with which he
will in vv. – contrast the supernatural aid Jesus could have used
if he so chose. Jesus’ sovereign control of the events in which he ap-
pears as the helpless victim is thus highlighted. All who take the sword
will perish by the sword is probably not just a proverbial maxim (it would
in any case be untrue as a general observation), but may echo the in-
terpretation of Isaiah : reflected in the Targum, which interprets
the ‘kindling of fire’ as taking up the sword. Jesus thus lives out the
principle of non-resistance which he has required of his disciples in
:–. It is this issue of Jesus’ non-resistance which is the context
of this statement; a blanket endorsement of pacifism requires wider
support than this one specific instance.

–. The disciple who tried armed resistance had simply mis-
read the situation. Jesus is not a helpless victim, needing any human
help available. He is being arrested because he chooses; if he wanted
help he could call on far more than a few swords. (A legion was made
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up of , soldiers. Were the twelve legions one each for Jesus and the
eleven remaining apostles?) His refusal to thwart his enemies’ plans
either by evasion (see on v. ) or by supernatural power derives from
his repeatedly voiced conviction that his mission must be one of re-
jection and suffering (see on :; :–; :–, ). Behind
these earlier predictions it has not been hard to discern the scriptures
as the source of Jesus’ conviction; now that source is made explicit.
And for Jesus there is no other option but that the scriptures be fulfilled.
That issue had been settled in Gethsemane.

–. This attitude of Jesus makes the show of force by the Jew-
ish leaders quite inappropriate. For robber, see on :, where the
same word is used. Far from leading an insurrection, Jesus has been
sitting teaching as the Rabbis did. But even in this wrong association
too Jesus sees the scriptures of the prophets fulfilled, thinking perhaps es-
pecially of Isaiah :, ‘he was numbered with the transgressors’.
The disciples’ flight immediately fulfils another prophecy, Zechariah
:, as Jesus had predicted in v. .

ii. The Jewish ‘trial’ (:–)
Jesus is taken to Caiaphas’ house at night, and from there to the gov-
ernor’s residence in the morning (:–). On this all four Gospels
agree. John tells us nothing of what took place there except Peter’s
denial. Luke : suggests that any legal proceedings were delayed
until the early morning, after Peter’s denial; but Matthew follows
Mark in placing the proceedings during the night, before Peter’s de-
nial, with the verdict finally reached in the morning. By later Mish-
naic law a capital trial could not be held during the night, and so it
is possible that the ‘trial’ took place in two stages, first an informal,
hastily convened gathering to determine the charge against Jesus, fol-
lowed by a more formal verdict pronounced by the full Sanhedrin
in the morning. But perhaps it is more likely that Matthew and
Mark are speaking of a single protracted sitting which finally reached
its verdict at day-break.

It is uncertain how far this Jewish hearing may be described as, or
indeed was intended to be, a formal ‘trial’. If it was to result in
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execution it could in any case be only a preliminary to the Roman
governor’s official judgment (see on :–). Several features of the
(admittedly very condensed) record do not tally with the rules for
capital trials set out in Mishnah Sanhedrin –, though it is in any case
uncertain whether these late second-century rules were in force as
early as the time of Jesus. Formal sessions of the Sanhedrin were not
normally held at the High Priest’s house (see Blinzler, pp. –),
so that while : suggests that (at least by the end of the hearing)
the Sanhedrin as a whole had been assembled, it is probably better
to see this not as a ‘trial’ proper, but as an ad hoc gathering to enable
the Jewish authorities to agree on, first, the need to have Jesus exe-
cuted (this being a matter of Jewish law), and secondly, an appropri-
ate tactic to induce the Roman governor to impose the death penalty
(which would, of course, require a charge of which Roman law could
take cognizance); so Derrett, p. , note. Whatever the official sta-
tus of the gathering, the Evangelists leave us in no doubt that it was
not an unprejudiced hearing, but was convened specifically ‘that they
might put him to death’ (v. )!

But Matthew clearly wants us to see more in this episode than a
rather sordid manoeuvre by the priests. It is also the occasion of
Jesus’ climactic declaration, before the supreme authorities of Israel,
of his Messianic mission. The apparently helpless victim of official
suppression is progressively revealed as the builder of the new tem-
ple, the Messiah, the Son of God, and the one now to be enthroned
as Lord at God’s right hand. A rich irony thus underlies the whole
scene, and the reader is enabled to see that it is the ‘judges’ who are
judged.

Meanwhile in the background is the dismal figure of Peter, and
Jesus’ bold testimony is set in marked contrast with Peter’s failure to
confess his Lord; see further on vv. –.

. See on vv. –; the similar wording here suggests that the same
group was involved, and the fact that they had (already) gathered con-
firms that this is the planned working out of the decision made then.
Even if as yet only a minority of the  members of the Sanhedrin
had been summoned, one-third was recognized as a quorum.

. The two protagonists are now in place; Jesus’ ordeal will
come first, then that of Peter. The introduction of Peter at this
point is to enable the reader to hold both plots in mind, and to
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compare and contrast the performance of the two ‘witnesses’. The
courtyard was the outdoor enclosed area where servants and ‘hang-
ers-on’ not involved in the hearing would gather; for the limited ac-
cess see John :–.

–. Two witnesses in agreement were essential for a legal con-
demnation to death (Num. :; Deut. :; :; the rule was fun-
damental to all Jewish law) and the authorities, despite their clearly
hostile purpose, were concerned to have a valid case. Whatever the
formal charge before the governor, it was important that Jesus
should be known to have been correctly condemned under Jewish
law. Sought is in the imperfect tense, which suggests a protracted
search. Matthew’s statement that they sought false testimony need not
mean that they wanted it to be false, but may be a compressed way of
saying that they sought any testimony which could be made to stick
– and in the event what they were offered was false. But the charge
which is offered in v.  is not stated (as it is in Mark) to be ‘false’
witness, and Matthew, by specifying that it came from two, seems to
want us to conclude that, however malicious and misinterpreted, it
does rest on a genuine saying of Jesus.

. None of the Gospels has recorded these precise words as
spoken by Jesus, but it is clear that he had more than once used
words that could give this impression. The nearest ‘equivalent’ is
John : (which John interprets as a prediction of the resurrection).
That saying contains no ‘threat’ against the temple, but Matthew has
already recorded Jesus’ predictions (in a context of deserved judg-
ment) of the destruction of the temple (:; :), and his gen-
erally ‘anti-temple’ stance has been illustrated in : and :–.
Stephen’s alleged teaching in Acts :– lends further weight to the
probability that Jesus had been understood to be threatening to de-
stroy and replace the temple, and the Sanhedrin must necessarily take
a very grave view of such language, both from the point of view of
theology and from that of national morale. ‘To evoke, even condi-
tionally, the destruction of “this temple” was to touch not just
stone and gold and not only the general well being but history and
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hope, national identity, self-understanding and pride’ (Meyer,
p. ). It was both sacrilegious and treasonable.

It is clear from the passage already mentioned that Jesus did be-
lieve that as a result of his mission the temple would no longer be
at the centre of God’s dealings with his people, and that it would be
replaced by ‘something greater’ (:). But there is no suggestion
anywhere in his teaching that this would be a literal rebuilding (and
Mark : makes it explicit that the new temple would be ‘not made
with hands’). See above on :; : for the nature of the ‘some-
thing greater’, the new congregation of God’s people focused not
on a building but on Jesus himself. In three days is an idiom for a short
time (Jeremias, NTT, p. ), and need not be taken literally; but it
is not surprising, and probably not unintended, that Jesus’ disciples
quickly saw in such language (as in the similarly cryptic saying in
:–, a suggestive parallel to this) a prediction of the resurrec-
tion, as John records (:–).

The sequence from Jesus’ ‘threat’ against the temple to the question
of his Messianic claim (v. ) is not spelt out, but would be obvious to
anyone versed in Jewish Messianic expectation. Zechariah : said that
the (Messianic) ‘Branch’ would ‘build the temple of the LORD’, and this,
together with Ezekiel’s visions in chapters ff., led to a widespread ex-
pectation that the destruction of the existing temple and its replacement
with a new and perfect one would be a feature of the Messianic age (see
Senior, pp. –; Meyer, pp. –). The High Priest’s question
in v.  is thus the natural deduction to draw from v. .

–. Jesus’ silence may be construed as another example of his
refusal to prevent the course of events (cf. on vv. , , –) –
he could, as far as our evidence goes, have rightly denied having
uttered a threat against the temple in the terms cited. But no doubt
Matthew saw in his silence also the fulfilment of Isaiah :. His si-
lence allows the High Priest to assume his admission of the charge,
and therefore to press the theological implications of such lan-
guage. I adjure you is a rare and formal expression (cf.  Kgs : for
a similar Old Testament formula), invoking the name of God in
order to compel a true answer. This is therefore the climax of the
hearing, and Jesus’ answer will be the crucial evidence. Even if (on
the principle enunciated in :–) Jesus disapproves of the ‘oath’
element in the question, he can hardly fail to respond now.

 M A T T H E W



But in any case he would not wish to remain silent, for the form
of the High Priest’s question goes to the heart of Jesus’ own claims
for his mission, and offers a suitable basis on which those claims can
be reaffirmed and clarified. The question whether Jesus was the
Christ (Messiah) was already a matter of open discussion, even be-
fore the charge in v.  (see :; :–, ; :ff.), and no doubt
Judas had further briefed the authorities on what was being said in
private among the disciples. Son of God, while not frequently used as
a title of the Messiah, was not necessarily introducing a new idea, as
 Samuel : had said of David’s son, who ‘shall build a house for
my name’, that ‘he shall be my son’; and on this basis (together with
Ps. :) at least the men of Qumran were familiar with the idea of
the Messiah as God’s Son (Q Florilegium; perhaps also QSa :–
). In any case, this too had been a feature of Jesus’ public teach-
ing, at least by implication (see on :). The wording of Caiaphas’
question (esp. in Mark) probably suggests that it did not even sound
like a dispassionate enquiry: ‘Are you the Messiah?’ (you, the aban-
doned, helpless prisoner!); Lohmeyer aptly describes the question
as ‘sarcastic or furious’.

. However sarcastically intended, the High Priest’s words cor-
responded to Jesus’ claims. There is no doubt, then, that You have said
so is to be understood, as in v.  (cf. also :), as affirmative,
though ‘reluctant or circumlocutory in formulation’. The element of
reluctance, while perhaps partly attributable to Jesus’ disapproval
of the oath-formula (see on v. ), is because what the High Priest
understands by the words he has used (and particularly the political
implications he can and will draw from them) is far from Jesus’ con-
ception of his Messianic role. So, while not refusing the titles offered,
Jesus goes on to qualify their meaning: But I tell you … And this quali-
fication lifts the whole idea of Messiahship out of the sphere of
Jewish earthly politics into that of heavenly authority, while the
title ‘Christ’ is quietly discarded in favour of Son of man (for which
see pp. –). Seated at the right hand echoes Psalm :, already dis-
cussed in :–, but now explicitly applied to Jesus. Power is a
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typically Jewish reverential expression to avoid pronouncing the
sacred name of God (which might have laid Jesus open to the
charge of blasphemy, though ironically it was precisely that charge
on which he was condemned, v. !). Coming on the clouds of heaven (to-
gether with the phrase ‘the Son of man’) is a clear allusion to Daniel
:, already similarly alluded to in :. See above on :; :–
; : for the meaning of such language. We have seen that its
natural application in terms of its Old Testament source is to the vin-
dication and enthronement of the Son of man in heaven, not to a
descent to earth. It is therefore in this verse a parallel expression to
‘seated at the right hand of Power’; the two phrases refer to the same
exalted state, not to two successive situations or events. In this
verse the appropriateness of this interpretation is underlined by the
fact that this is to be true ‘from now on’ (hereafter is a quite mislead-
ing rendering of the more specific phrase ap‘ arti, which, as in :
and :, denotes a new period beginning from now). Indeed it is
something which Jesus’ inquisitors themselves will see (an echo of
Zech. :, as in :?), for it will quickly become apparent in the
events of even the next few weeks (not to mention the subsequent
growth of the church) that the ‘blasphemer’ they thought they had
disposed of is in fact now in the position of supreme authority.

Here, then, in Jesus’ first open statement of who he is, he makes
claims on a different level from those of the ‘Christ’ as popularly
understood, and in so doing ‘presents to the High Priest better
weapons than he could have dreamed of ’.

–. Blasphemy in the Old Testament carried the death penalty
by stoning (Lev. :–); it was therefore in Jewish law a sufficient
ground for a capital conviction. The ritual tearing of robes (see Mish-
nah Sanhedrin :) marked its seriousness, as this action was otherwise
expressly forbidden the High Priest, even in a context of personal
mourning (Lev. :). Just how Jesus’ words constituted blasphemy
is disputed. He had carefully avoided pronouncing the divine name
(see on v. ), which was the later strict definition of
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blasphemy (Mishnah Sanhedrin :). To claim to be Messiah was
hardly in itself blasphemous – it might after all be true! But to claim
to be God’s anointed in such an improbable situation (helpless, de-
serted by his followers, rejected by the leaders of God’s people)
might well be seen as ‘taking God’s name in vain’, especially when
the title ‘Son of God’ has been included in the claim, and when the
words of v.  are added to this (sitting at God’s right hand in
glory), the total claim does indeed constitute ‘an offensive en-
croachment on the prerogatives of God’ – unless, of course, it was
true. Jesus’ words thus left only two choices open to the authorities,
either to accept his claim or to condemn him for this ‘blasphemy’.
They apparently did not find the choice difficult.

–. They should properly denote the authorities who have just
pronounced sentence (though Mark mentions the ‘guards’, lit. ‘ser-
vants’, as also taking part). If such behaviour seems inconsistent with
priestly dignity, Derrett (pp. –) suggests, first, that only by
such outward action could they visibly dissociate themselves from
Jesus’ ‘blasphemy’, and secondly, that the call to prophesy: who is it that
struck you? (addressed, as Mark : explains, to a blindfolded man)
is itself a test of his claim, as the Messiah was expected to be able to
do this. In any case we have already noted that the gathering was prob-
ably neither a formal ‘trial’ nor an unbiased group. It is likely that
Matthew saw in this ill-treatment, as in the silence of Jesus in v. ,
another fulfilment of the prophecies of God’s Servant (see Isa. :).
It is also an occasion for Jesus to exemplify his own teaching in :.

iii. Peter’s failure (:–)
A valuable article by B. Gerhardsson interprets this episode, to-
gether with the preceding, as a contrasting pair of examples on the
theme of confession and denial. Jesus’ bold confession before
the highest authorities contrasts with Peter’s failure to do the same
before their servants. In the background stand Jesus’ words about
the importance of acknowledging him before men (:–).
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Matthew’s dramatic skill is further seen in the progressive aggra-
vation of Peter’s sin, both in the increasingly public nature of the
challenge (one girl – one girl speaking to the bystanders – the by-
standers as a group) and in Peter’s response (evasion – denial under
oath – cursing Jesus).

–. A maid is literally ‘one servant-girl’ (the latter word being
a diminutive form), surely a deliberately ironic description: the bold
Peter quails before one single slip of a girl! The description of
Jesus as the Galilean is probably derogatory on the lips of a Judean,
rather than conveying (as it might have done in official circles) the
suggestion of ‘revolutionary’ (Vermes, pp. –). Peter’s first ‘de-
nial’ (not yet explicit) is before them all, thus emphasizing his guilt in
the light of :.

–. A Galilean accent was conspicuous, and was a matter of
some ridicule in Judean society (see Vermes, pp. –). Peter’s oath
in v.  would be intended to confirm the veracity of his statement
(contrary to Jesus’ principle in :–), but the curse of v.  is dif-
ferent. The words ‘on himself ’ are not in the Greek, and the verb used
(katathematizo-, equivalent to Mark’s anathematizo-, to ‘pronounce anath-
ema’, for which cf.  Cor. :; :) does not elsewhere refer to a
curse on oneself except where (as in Acts :, , ) this is ex-
plicitly stated. Did Peter then actually pronounce a curse on Jesus (as
later Christians were required to do as proof of their apostasy)? If
Matthew and Mark have understandably refrained from stating this
explicitly, it is the probable implication of the words they have used.

. While the other Gospels all at least imply the subsequent re-
habilitation of Peter (it is most explicit in John :ff.), Matthew will
not mention him by name again. Perhaps, in view of Peter’s subse-
quent history, he assumes that it is obvious; and no doubt he expects
his readers to cast their minds back to passages like :–; :–
. He may even have given deliberate hints to this effect in : and
in the ‘acted parable’ of :–. Here, however, Peter’s failure and
remorse are unrelieved, and Jesus’ shocking prediction in vv. –
is amply fulfilled.
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iv. Jesus is transferred to the Roman governor (:–)
At the conclusion of their all-night hearing (see on :– for the
night/morning question) the Jewish authorities must now find a way
of having their verdict implemented. The death penalty could be im-
posed only by order of the Roman governor (John :; Sherwin-
White, pp. –, has effectively quashed earlier doubts about this
constitutional provision), but a charge of ‘blasphemy’ would carry
no weight with him. It was therefore necessary to take counsel over an
appropriate charge, and also, no doubt, over appropriate persuasive
tactics. They could not expect an easy ride, as Pilate the governor (AD

–; his official title was apparently ‘praefectus’) was notorious for
his obstinacy in refusing to accommodate to Jewish prejudices, his
portrait in non-Christian Jewish sources being considerably less
flattering than that in the Gospels! He would be resident in
Jerusalem at Passover time, thought it is debated whether his resi-
dence (the praetorium of v. ) was, as has been traditionally thought,
in the fort of Antonia on the north side of the temple area, or in
Herod’s former palace on the West Hill (so Blinzler, pp. –);
most recent commentators favour the latter.

v. The death of Judas (:–)
This story interrupts the sequence of Jesus’ trial, in the manner of
a dramatic interlude. Indeed it can hardly fit chronologically between
the decision of :– (which is apparently its immediate cause) and
its sequel in vv. ff., as it shows the priests apparently in the tem-
ple, with leisure to debate the buying of a field! But Matthew has ap-
propriately inserted here the tradition of what happened to Judas,
perhaps in order to form a suggestive contrast with the fate of
Peter. Each is thus seen to have fulfilled Jesus’ prediction (: for
Judas; : for Peter), but Peter’s bitter weeping (of repentance? see
on :) contrasts with Judas’ despairing remorse and suicide.
Matthew’s striking focus on Judas (:–, –, –) is thus
brought to its climax in a grim warning of the results of deliberate
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apostasy (as opposed to Peter’s temporary lapse under pressure).

The passage culminates in a formula-quotation (see pp. –),
and as usual there is a mutual interaction of the text and the story,
the text being adapted so as to make clear how the events ‘fulfilled’
it, and the events being narrated in such a way as to allude to the text
(see Senior, pp. –, for details). The ‘text’ cited in vv. – is
basically derived from Zechariah : but includes also elements de-
rived from the book of Jeremiah (for details, see on vv. –; but in
the meantime we need to be aware of the influence of these passages
in the telling of the story in vv. –).

It is now widely agreed that the main lines of the story came to
Matthew as an independent tradition which then suggested to him
(or to earlier interpreters) the relevant texts – rather than the older
view that Matthew created the story out of the text. Most recently,
D. Moo concludes that ‘there is reason to doubt whether any im-
portant part of the narrative in Matt. :– has been created
under the influence of Old Testament passages’.

–. Repented is not the word usually so translated in the New Tes-
tament (which usually implies a resulting forgiveness), but means ‘re-
gretted’, ‘changed his mind’; its only other New Testament uses are
in :, ;  Cor. :; Heb. :. It is thus appropriate to convey
the idea of remorse without suggesting Judas’ salvation. For the al-
lusion to Zechariah :– in thirty pieces of silver, see on :. In-
nocent blood is a familiar Old Testament expression, occurring for in-
stance in Jeremiah : (see below, on vv. –, –). The question
of responsibility for the ‘blood’ of Jesus will recur in vv. –,
where the same words will be used, together with the formula of dis-
sociation, See to it yourself. So Judas, despite his remorse, is unable to
off-load his guilt; but at the same time the return and use of the
blood-money also implicates the chief priests and elders (notice the
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‘official’ designation of the leadership, as in :; :), thus adding
to the accumulated blood-guilt already spelt out in :–.

. Throwing down the pieces of silver in the temple echoes Zechariah
:; there it was a gesture of defiance by the rejected shepherd
against the authorities of the nation, and here too the implication of
the word for temple (naos, properly the inner sanctuary, where only the
priests were allowed to go) may be again to implicate the priests, who
will now be obliged to pick up the blood-money (see Garland, p. ,
note). Hanged himself is a word used nowhere else in the New Testa-
ment (hardly surprisingly!), but in LXX  Samuel : it describes the
suicide of Ahithophel, David’s friend who betrayed him; did
Matthew therefore deliberately use it of the betrayer of the Son of
David? The question of how far this is physically compatible with
the gruesome account in Acts : has been the subject of much
lurid imagination, but Matthew’s matter-of-fact statement does not
suggest that he was interested in the precise cause of death.

–. The priests’ decision to buy the potter’s field with the blood money
is basic to the fulfilment of Scripture in the next verses; but it also
provides a suggestive derivation for the traditional name Akeldama,
Field of Blood, which Acts :– also associates with Judas’ death,
though in a different way. The traditional site of Akeldama is in the
valley of Hinnom, which was a source of potter’s clay (hence the pre-
vious name, ‘potter’s field’?). If Matthew knew this location, the as-
sociation with Jeremiah :– would be obvious, since that passage
is about burials in the valley of Hinnom, which has become a ‘place
filled with innocent blood’, to be called the ‘valley of Slaughter’, the
whole scene being focused on a ‘potter’s earthen flask’. But the pot-
ter also appears mysteriously in Zechariah :, as the recipient of
the thirty pieces of silver ‘in the house of the LORD’. The Syriac ver-
sion of Zechariah, by altering one letter, reads ‘treasury’ for ‘potter’
(RSV has adopted this reading), and it is often suggested that Matthew
knew both readings and has exploited the variant in his ‘exposition’.
But the ‘treasury’ plays almost no part in his narrative – it is the ‘pot-
ter’ and the ‘house of the Lord’ (both in the Hebrew text) that form
the central features of these verses, and which therefore are the key
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to the claim of fulfilment. The treasury, perhaps the source from
which the money had been paid to Judas, would be the natural
place to deposit money left in the temple, but its use as blood money
made it unclean. A burial-ground (itself an unclean place) was a suit-
able use for it.

–. By now the echoes of Jeremiah :– and of Zechariah
: in the preceding narrative have made Matthew’s intention
clear to an attentive reader who knows his prophetic scriptures. But
now the fulfilment is spelt out in a ‘quotation’ which is basically
drawn from the Hebrew text of Zechariah : (with the order of
the clauses drastically rearranged), but which also includes hints of
Jeremiah (for such ‘combined quotations’, cf. above, on :; :).
Perhaps the mysterious potter of Zechariah : invited attention to
Jeremiah, the prophet whose association with the potter was mem-
orable (Jer. :–; :, ). The various reminiscences of Jeremiah
:– which we have mentioned above would then be noticed, and
in the process the buying of the potter’s field might recall Jeremiah’s
famous buying of a field (though not from a potter!) in Jeremiah
:–; hence the inclusion of for the potter’s field in the ‘quotation’. The
whole composite quotation is ascribed to Jeremiah as the better-
known of the two prophets from whom it is drawn. (Cf. the attri-
bution of a combined quotation to Isaiah in Mark :–.)

Zechariah :– is one of a group of passages in Zechariah 
–  describing a ‘Shepherd-King’, God’s ruler for his people whom
they reject and who as a result is ‘pierced’ and ‘smitten’. Lying be-
hind the Christian use of this passage, therefore, is the image of
Jesus as the suffering Messiah; Matthew has previously included ref-
erences to Zechariah’s ‘Shepherd-King’ in :–; :; :. Here
the clear relevance of the ‘thirty pieces of silver’ of Zechariah
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:– to the story of Judas has suggested to Matthew a complex
sequence of meditation on the fulfilment of Scripture, which to
modern readers seems a strange way of writing history. But if we are
to do justice to Matthew we must recognize that this is not a col-
lection of unconnected Old Testament ideas thrown together at ran-
dom, but the result of a careful theological study which takes account
not only of superficial verbal ‘coincidences’, but of underlying
themes of prophetic expectation.

vi. The Roman trial (:–)
This is the official trial of Jesus, and yet the description sounds less
like a formal judicial hearing than a macabre example of oriental bar-
gaining. Pilate, as prefect of Judea, had the sole authority to acquit
or to condemn, and to determine the sentence. There is a perfunc-
tory attempt at a formal examination of the prisoner, but increas-
ingly the dominant force is not the official role of the governor but
the demands of the Jewish leaders, backed by ‘the people’. It is here
that the focus of Matthew’s attention falls, so that Trilling’s assess-
ment of Pilate’s role, if overstated, is on the right lines: he ‘has the
function of an “extra” or perhaps a catalyst which helps to define
unequivocally the people’s stance towards the Messiah’ (Trilling,
p. ).

John offers a fuller and independent account of the trial before
Pilate (John : – :), which at several points helps to fill in
Matthew’s brief description, particularly in explaining the strangely
ambivalent attitude of Pilate himself.

. For the location, see on :. The trial probably took place on
a raised platform in front of the governor’s residence, and thus in
public. Are you the King of the Jews? presumably repeats the charge pre-
sented to Pilate by the Jewish leaders (cf. Luke :). It cleverly in-
corporates Jesus’ admission of his Messiahship in a formula with the
maximum political innuendo. The title King of the Jews is used in
Matthew only by Gentiles (:; :, ; in : the Jewish lead-
ers substitute ‘King of Israel’), and coming from the man who in fact
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held political authority over the Jews it carries a clearly ironical, even
contemptuous, tone. In the sense in which Pilate presumably
understood the title, Jesus could quite properly have disclaimed it.
But it expressed a theme of Old Testament prophecy which Jesus
had come to fulfil, and had indeed deliberately enacted in :–. He
therefore uses again the formula of ‘qualified assent’ used already in
:,  (see comments, ad loc.). In this case, unlike :, the quali-
fication is not spelt out; if it had been, it would no doubt have been
in terms of a totally different conception of ‘kingship’, as in John
:–.

–. As in :–, Jesus’ silence is emphasized, no doubt
again with Isaiah : in mind. For Pilate it was not only a matter of
surprise (as Holtzmann remarked, ‘Silence was certainly not a usual
failing on the part of Jewish defendants’!); it was also a judicial em-
barrassment, as ‘Roman judges disliked sentencing an undefended
man’ (cf. Acts :), and the courts established the practice of
offering a defendant three opportunities to respond before con-
victing by default (Sherwin-White, pp. –).

. The existence of this amnesty custom is not attested outside
the Gospels, though some have found a hint of it in Mishnah Pesah. im
: (see Blinzler, pp. –). If it was a purely local and perhaps
temporary concession (perhaps Pilate’s own innovation to try to
maintain the goodwill of his difficult subjects), this is hardly sur-
prising. The political expediency of such a recognition of popular
feeling can readily be judged from the use of amnesties in the mod-
ern world, and their acceptability in the Roman world is well illus-
trated by Blinzler (pp. –). The account presupposes that
neither Jesus nor Barabbas was yet formally condemned; clemency
to a condemned man was the sole prerogative of the emperor.

–. The plural they had is surprising; could it refer to ‘the
crowd’ (v. ), who had their candidate for amnesty already se-
lected? Barabbas (‘Son of Abbas’, but the name sounds in Aramaic
very like ‘Son of the Father’, an irony Matthew may well have no-
ticed) is described by Mark as a ‘rebel’ involved in a recent violent
insurrection (cf. v. , where the ‘robbers’ are also probably polit-
ically motivated ‘brigands’), and his popularity may therefore have
been that of a Robin Hood type of folk-hero. Notorious represents
a word which can have either a good or a bad sense; to the
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authorities no doubt Barabbas was ‘notorious’, but to the people he
was apparently ‘well-known, popular’. In any case Pilate’s attempt to
relieve himself of responsibility for condemning an undefended man
on a trumped-up charge (which is what v.  suggests) was singularly
inept. Even if Jesus still enjoyed some popular support (see below,
on v. ), a nationalistic crowd is not likely to accept the nominee of
the occupying power as a candidate for amnesty; their minds were
already made up.

Some readers were understandably shocked when the NEB printed
in both vv.  and  the name Jesus Barabbas (cf. RSV mg.; GNB). But
most modern textual critics support this reading on the grounds that
this same natural repugnance to the idea of Jesus’ name being
shared by Barabbas probably accounts for the deliberate removal of
the name ‘Jesus’ from most surviving MSS. Origen, writing before any
of our existing Greek MSS were written, wrote that ‘in many copies
it is not stated that Barabbas was also called Jesus’ – which implies
that in most this was stated! It is very hard to imagine Christian
scribes adding the name Jesus to Barabbas if this was not already in
the text, but very easy to understand their suppressing it (as Origen
himself wanted to do), particularly as none of the other Gospels
mentions his first name. There is nothing improbable in Barabbas
having the very common name Jesus. It is therefore possible that
Pilate’s faux pas sprang from a genuine mistake, if the crowd shouted
for Jesus (Barabbas) and he thought they meant the other Jesus. Cer-
tainly Matthew’s text reads more dramatically with two holders of
the same name: ‘Which Jesus do you want; the son of Abbas, or the
self-styled Messiah?’

. Only Matthew mentions Pilate’s wife and her dream, and noth-
ing is known of her from other sources, but she is hardly the sort
of figure legend might be expected to invent. She may have been one
of the many Gentile women who had a secret interest in Judaism,

hence her interest in the case of Jesus. (Does her knowledge of it
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suggest that Pilate had prior warning of the Jewish leaders’ inten-
tions?) At any rate Matthew has clearly inserted this verse together
with vv. – in order to heighten the impression of Jesus’ legal in-
nocence – even a pagan woman can see it! But while she is open to
the voice of God (from whom dreams come; cf. :; :, , ,
), the Jewish leaders are deaf to it. Thus ‘Matthew uses the Gen-
tile woman’s word as a bright foil whereby the guilt of the Jews
stands in darker relief ’ (Trilling, p. ).

–. There is no reason to suppose that the Jewish leaders per-
suaded the people against their will; they merely reinforced an existing
preference. In stressing that they all called for Jesus’ crucifixion
Matthew prepares for the terrible climax of v. ; this is more than
a vocal minority. Whereas in the period before Jesus’ arrest Matthew
seems to have carefully distinguished between the people as a whole
(‘the crowds’) and their leaders (see above, pp. , , –),
there is now no difference; all together are calling for Jesus’ death.
(The people in v.  is the same word as ‘the crowds’ in :, ; :;
:.) There is no reason to suppose that the crowd gathered in front
of the residence consists of just the same individuals who welcomed
Jesus on his arrival in Jerusalem and who applauded his teaching; in-
deed it is not unlikely that the Jewish leaders had taken steps to en-
sure that the crowd on this occasion was sympathetic to their cause.
But undoubtedly Matthew intends us to notice a change in the
popular reactions to Jesus; those who were previously undecided, even
inclined to favour Jesus, have now decided against him, influenced no
doubt by the news that their religious leaders had judged him a blas-
phemer. The call Let him be crucified is remarkable on the lips of a
Jewish crowd, for crucifixion was a Roman punishment, abhorrent to
most Jews (see on vv. ff.). But it was the necessary outcome of the
decision to bring Jesus before Pilate on a political charge, as this was
the regular method of Roman execution for provincial rebels.

. Pilate’s dramatic gesture and the corresponding cry of ‘all the
people’ (v. ) are, like v. , found only in Matthew. The effect of the
whole complex is to underline in the strongest way the responsibil-
ity of ‘the Jews’ for Jesus’ death. The symbolic washing of hands recalls
the ritual prescribed in Deuteronomy :–, and the metaphorical
language of Psalms :; :3. Cf. 2 Samuel : for David’s simi-
lar declaration of his own innocence of a killing which was likely to
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be attributed to him. It is sometimes argued that this act makes
sense only in a Jewish context, and that it has no precedent in
Graeco-Roman culture. But the symbolism is obvious enough (re-
member Lady Macbeth!), and the removal of blood-guilt was a major
concern in much pagan literature. In using the same formula of
disassociation as in v. , See to it yourselves, Pilate aims to exonerate him-
self from what he clearly regards as an unjust killing. There is an
interesting parallel in Josephus, BJ vi. –, where a later proc-
urator, confronted by another Jesus, a prophet of doom denounced
by the Jewish authorities, decided to ‘pronounce him a maniac and
let him go’. Pilate would have gladly done the same; if the Jewish
leaders were not prepared to accept this, they must carry the blame.

. Pilate’s disavowal of responsibility is balanced by the appar-
ently enthusiastic acceptance of it by all the people, ‘His blood on us and
on our children!’ No verb is expressed in the Greek, and the addition
of ‘be’ in RSV, NEB, NIV, making the declaration into a wish, is
unjustified. The sentence is rather a statement accepting what Pilate
has just said – ‘the responsibility is ours’. Jesus has been ‘convicted’
under Jewish law, and they will therefore be answerable for his
death to Rome or to anyone else. (For a parallel formula of accept-
ance of responsibility, cf. Josh. :; and for the metaphor of ‘blood’
being ‘on’ a person, cf. Deut. :, ; Ezek. :; :–; Acts
:.) To read this declaration as an eternal ‘curse’ on the Jewish race
is therefore to press the language beyond its biblical context. In
recording these solemn words, and in particular the phrase and on our
children, Matthew perhaps had particularly in mind the fate of the
Jews of ‘this generation’ in the Jewish War of AD –, a fate already
foreshadowed in :– as a result of the rejection of God’s final
messenger. It was a fate which would fall on the nation as a whole,
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and would signal the end of its privileged status (see on :). It is
perhaps for this reason that Matthew attributes the cry to all the peo-
ple, using now not the general term for ‘crowds’ as in vv. , , ,
but laos, the name particularly used in the LXX for God’s chosen peo-
ple, and so used generally also in this Gospel. The same phrase oc-
curs in the LXX of Jeremiah :– for those who attacked Jeremiah
and thus risked bringing ‘innocent blood’ on themselves (v. ), a par-
allel Matthew probably had in mind. Of course it was only a small
number of the nation who were there, and to read into these words
a ‘curse’ on all Jews for ever is ludicrous (after all, Matthew and his
fellow-apostles were Jews!); but Matthew wants his readers to
understand that the loss of Israel’s special status which is so evident
in his Gospel is to be interpreted in the light of their rejection of
Jesus.

. For all his gesture and protestation, Pilate was still obliged to
give the final word, and he did so in what was probably a character-
istically sadistic way: he had this ‘innocent’ man scourged as well as cru-
cified ! Scourged conceals a horrible reality, for this punishment, often
used as a preliminary to execution (Sherwin-White, pp. –), was
no token beating, but often, as in the case of the other Jesus men-
tioned above (Josephus, BJ vi. ), meant being ‘flayed to the
bone’; it was sometimes by itself fatal. In Luke :,  and John
: the scourging seems to be an independent punishment imposed
before the death sentence is passed, and as an attempt to avert it.
This verse in Mark and Matthew therefore apparently covers a more
complex (and brutal) sequence than appears at first sight.

C. The crucifixion of Jesus (:–)

i. The mockery by the soldiers (:–)
The Jewish mocking (:–) is now offset by a similar outrage by
Gentiles. John :– indicates that this took place before Pilate
reached his final verdict; in that case Mark, followed by Matthew, has
‘tidied up’ a complex sequence of events by separating off the
physical ill-treatment of Jesus (including the scourging, see on v. )
from the judicial procedure, in the context of which it in fact oc-
curred.

. For the praetorium, see on vv. –. The soldiers of the governor were
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auxiliaries, not Roman legionaries, and would be recruited from
non-Jewish inhabitants of the surrounding areas (e.g. Phoenicians,
Syrians, perhaps Samaritans), who would have no love for the Jews.
To have a Jewish ‘king’ at their mercy would therefore be a welcome
opportunity to indulge the same sort of anti-Jewish prejudice which
led to a similar incident in Alexandria a few years later (Philo, In
Flaccum –). Indeed the gathering of the whole battalion (about 
men, if the word is used in its technical sense) for such a rare treat
may be no exaggeration. AB translates, ‘the whole battalion paraded
together before him’ – a mock ‘guard of honour’.

–. The scarlet robe is literally a soldier’s red cape, which served
to parody the emperor’s purple robe. The reed represents a royal scep-
tre, and the crown of thorns a royal crown. Jesus is thus enthroned as
king, and offered the homage of kneeling which a Hellenistic ruler re-
quired. Hail, King of the Jews! may even be intended to parody the for-
mal greeting, Ave Caesar. The whole scene, while it degenerates in v.
 into physical abuse, is primarily one of mockery rather than of tor-
ture. H. StJ. Hart argues that the ‘crown’ was made to imitate the
crown with rays like those of the sun worn by several Eastern rulers,
so that the ‘thorns’ (perhaps the long spikes at the base of the leaf
of the date-palm) were designed to stick outward rather than inward.

. Criminals were normally led out naked for crucifixion. Perhaps
the return of Jesus’ own clothes was a regular concession to Jewish sen-
sibility, which found nakedness offensive. The clothes will feature
again in v. . No indication is given of whether the ‘crown’ was re-
moved with the other royal regalia; Blinzler (pp. –) argues that
it was, because the soldiers would not be allowed to mock the Jews
(in the person of their ‘king’) publicly, and that therefore the trad-
itional inclusion of the crown of thorns in pictures of the crucifix-
ion is incorrect.

ii. The crucifixion (:–)
Verses – have prepared us for the horrible event which this sec-
tion describes. Crucifixion, while never sanctioned by Jewish law, was
a common sight in Palestine from the first century BC on; it was the
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punishment used by the Romans particularly for political rebels
and violent criminals, carried out with maximum publicity so as to
be a deterrent to others. It would be easy, and is a frequent prac-
tice in Christian preaching, to dwell in harrowing detail on the na-
ture of the suffering inflicted by this barbarous punishment. But the
Gospel writers do not do so, and Matthew remarkably passes over
the actual fastening to the cross in a bare participle (v. a). His in-
terest is more in the meaning of the event, and his emphasis falls
again, as in vv. –, on the element of mockery, not now by Gen-
tiles, but by Jews reviling their ‘king’. Even more remarkably, in this
improbable setting some of the highest Christological titles come to
expression: King of the Jews, temple-builder, Son of God, King of
Israel, and again Son of God. In their very mockery, they ironically
reinforce those titles, for it is in the degrading fate of crucifixion that
Jesus’ noble mission is accomplished. The shocking paradox of a
crucified Messiah could hardly be more sharply underlined.

. It was the cross-beam only which the prisoner carried to the
place of execution – the upright was already in position ready to
receive it. Even so, the weight was considerable, and not surprisingly
was beyond the strength of Jesus after the scourging and ill-treat-
ment. The ‘commandeering’ of a porter (see on : for the prac-
tice; the same verb is used here) was probably not an uncommon
result. Simon appears as a chance passer-by, but the memory of his
name (and of his family, Mark :) suggests that he may have
joined the disciples of Jesus as a result of this experience.

–. Golgotha was presumably a regular place of execution out-
side the city, in a prominent public place so that the deterrent effect
of crucifixion could operate. While no certainty is possible, the site
of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre (which is outside the city wall
of Herodian Jerusalem) seems the most likely location. The drink
of wine mingled with gall (‘myrrh’ in Mark) is usually understood as a
narcotic to reduce the pain of crucifixion, and Sanhedrin a tells us

 M A T T H E W

. For a description of how it was carried out, see Blinzler, pp. –,
and for a fuller discussion of its significance, M. Hengel, Crucifixion
(); more briefly, see NBD, pp. –.

. See NBD, pp. –, and more fully Wilkinson, pp. –.



that such a drink was offered by the noble ladies of Jerusalem to
those about to be executed (a practice inspired by Prov. :–). If
so, Jesus’ refusal of it might mean that he was determined to undergo
his fate in full consciousness. At any rate, for Matthew its main sig-
nificance lies in the reminiscence of Psalm : (heightened by his
use of the LXX word gall, not ‘myrrh’), which will be echoed again
in v. . This psalm, together with Psalm , will re-echo through-
out the account of the crucifixion, thus presenting Jesus as the
fulfilment of the figure of the ‘righteous sufferer’ of those
psalms.

–. Any belongings of an executed man normally passed to
the execution squad. But in this very ordinary circumstance, Matthew
sees an echo of Psalm :. Jesus’ cry from the cross in v.  no
doubt first drew attention to this psalm, and several echoes of it oc-
cur in the story: see also vv. , . It was the soldiers’ regular duty
to keep watch over the crucified men, no doubt to prevent inter-
ference and even a possible rescue attempt; but their watch is im-
portant to Matthew because it paves the way for their exclamation
in v. , which forms the theological climax of the story.

. The written charge (or titulus) was normally carried before a
criminal on the way to execution, or hung around his neck, and
would then be fixed to his cross, thus reinforcing the deterrent
effect of the punishment. King of the Jews in such a context is of
course ironical, a warning to other would-be liberators; but no
doubt Matthew expects his readers to see behind the irony to the par-
adoxical truth of Jesus’ kingship achieved through his death. Over his
head perhaps indicates that Jesus’ cross was of the traditional †-shape,
rather than the T-shape frequently used.

. Robbers is the word (le-ste-s) used also in : and of Barabbas
in John :. It can apply to a highway bandit (Luke :;  Cor.
:), but is used by Josephus of political insurgents (such as
Barabbas), so that these two may have been not so much common
thieves as political rebels (which was, of course, the charge against
Jesus too). Thus Jesus dies, ironically, as one of a trio of ‘Zealot’-type
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insurgents, the very option from which he had so clearly dissociated
himself during his ministry. Matthew probably thought of Isaiah
:, ‘he was numbered with the transgressors’.

–. Derided and wagging their heads suggest another echo of
Psalm , this time of v. , and even more clearly of Lamentations
:. The mocking of God’s people in their distress by unbelievers
is a frequent Old Testament theme; see further on vv. –. The
focus of the mockery now is Jesus’ alleged threat to destroy the tem-
ple and build it in three days. Had news of this charge at the Sanhedrin
hearing (see on :) already leaked out to ordinary bystanders, or
was that charge itself based on what was already commonly believed
to be Jesus’ declared aim? But another echo of that hearing comes
in the title Son of God (see on :). Its use here is again clearly iron-
ical, but the total clause ‘If you are the Son of God’ perhaps also car-
ries a sinister echo of Satan’s probing words in :, . Here, as
there, it would still be possible for Jesus to exploit his privileged sta-
tus, and so to escape the awful consequences of his mission. The
temptation already faced and rejected in Gethsemane is thus re-
peated. And, with a poignant reversal of what the onlookers meant,
it is precisely because he is the Son of God that he continues to ac-
cept the Father’s will, and does not come down from the cross. It is this
paradoxical truth, unrecognized by his Jewish mockers, which the
Gentile soldiers will confess in v. .

–. The full listing of the Jewish dignitaries, as in : (nor-
mally the scribes have not been mentioned in chs.  – ), serves to
underline the total rejection of Jesus by official Judaism. They can
even bear to use the precious title King of Israel in mockery of the one
in whom they have refused to believe; and again the title Son of God
is used to express their scorn. But this time it carries another nuance,
for in Wisdom of Solomon :– we read of the plots of the
wicked against ‘the poor and honest man’, culminating in the jibe ‘If
the just man is God’s son, God will stretch out a hand to him and
save him from the clutches of his enemies’. Here is another Jewish
example of the theme of the persecuted servant of God. But the
words of v.  in fact echo even more directly yet another part of
Psalm , this time v. , which probably also inspired the passage in
Wisdom.

. To the mockery of Jewish bystanders and Jewish religious
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leaders is added that even of Jewish criminals. The totality of Jesus’
rejection by his people is complete.

iii. The death of Jesus (:–)
So far the story of the crucifixion has focused on the theme of the
hostility and mockery of both Gentile soldiers and Jewish by-
standers, and Jesus has appeared as the passive, apparently helpless,
victim who suffers in silence. Now the picture begins to change, as
we see both in the accompanying events and in Jesus’ own words and
attitude something of the true significance of what is happening. As
before, Matthew shows no interest in the physical nature of Jesus’
suffering, or the medical cause of death, but by a series of clear al-
lusions to Old Testament passages continues to point to Jesus’
death as the moment of fulfilment, leading up in v.  to a climac-
tic confession of faith from the most unlikely source.

. This is the first specific note of time in Matthew’s account of
the crucifixion, since he did not, like Mark, state that the crucifixion
was effected at the third hour; his readers would therefore prob-
ably assume (as John also suggests) that the sixth hour (i.e. noon) was
roughly the time of the crucifixion, the whole morning having
elapsed during the trial, scourging, mocking, etc. In that case the
three hours until the ninth hour would be the whole time that Jesus re-
mained alive on the cross. The whole period was marked by darkness.
There could not be a natural eclipse at the time of the Passover full
moon; perhaps it was caused by a dust storm, or heavy cloud cover,
but it is more likely to be understood, as Matthew surely intended,
as a direct sign of God’s displeasure, as in Amos :. All the land
marks a relatively local phenomenon, like the earthquake of v. ,
rather than a world-wide disruption as suggested in RSV mg. Cf. :
for this use of ‘the land’; here there is probably a deliberate echo of
the similarly threatening darkness ‘in all the land of Egypt’ in Exo-
dus :.

. The sequence from v.  to  suggests that this cry was
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uttered just before Jesus’ death. Cried (anaboao-, used only here in the
New Testament) is a strong verb indicating powerful emotion or ap-
peal to God. This is no dispassionate theological statement, but an
agonized expression of a real sense of alienation, reflecting the full
meaning of Jesus’ death as a ‘ransom for many’ (:). This is, re-
markably, the only time in the Synoptic Gospels where Jesus ad-
dresses God without calling him ‘Father’. The words are, of course,
a quotation of the first verse of Psalm  (on which see above, on
v. ), a psalm which moves from despairing appeal to triumphant
faith, and the Christian reader can, with hindsight, see the appro-
priateness of this total message. But it is illegitimate to interpret
Jesus’ words as referring to the part of the psalm which he did not
echo. As throughout the crucifixion scene, it is the suffering of the
righteous man in Psalm , not his subsequent vindication, which is
alluded to. But the fact that Jesus can still appeal to ‘my God’ places
his sense of abandonment poles apart from a nihilistic despair; this
is the ‘cup’ which he has willingly accepted from his Father’s hand
(:–).

Mark : presents Jesus’ words in an Aramaic form. Matthew’s
Eli (which seems necessary to explain the misunderstanding that he
was calling on Elijah, v. ) is Hebrew, while the following words re-
main Aramaic; but since the Targum to Psalm  similarly uses the
‘Hebrew’ Eli here, Matthew’s wording may well reflect the current
version.

. For Elijah as an important figure in Jewish eschatological ex-
pectation, see on :; :, –. Later Jewish piety developed the
idea of his appearance from heaven to help in time of need. In in-
terpreting Jesus’ cry in this way the bystanders perhaps indicate
some awareness that Jesus had presented his mission as bringing in
the age of fulfilment, when Elijah was to appear.

–. The drink of vinegar is another echo of Psalm : (see
above, on v. ). Its immediate availability suggests that it was the
poska, wine vinegar diluted with water, the usual refreshing drink of
labourers and soldiers’ (Blinzler, p. ) which the soldiers guarding
the cross would have for their own use. It was thus offered as an act

 M A T T H E W

. See TDNT, II, p. .



of kindness, to which others in the crowd mockingly objected that,
if any relief was to be given, it should be given by Elijah in response
to Jesus’ supposed appeal.

. The medical cause of death by crucifixion can only be a matter
of speculation, in the absence of experimental evidence. What does
seem clear from Matthew’s account is that in Jesus’ case it was not a slow
ebbing of consciousness. The loud voice, like that of v. , suggests con-
siderable remaining strength, and Matthew’s unusual expression yielded
up his spirit probably indicates a deliberate act of will. (This is even clearer
in Luke :.) The parallel expression in Mark and Luke (literally
‘breathed out’, ‘expired’) makes it clear that spirit here refers simply to
Jesus’ human ‘spirit’ (i.e. his life); there is no reference to the Holy Spirit
here. Matthew gives no indication whether the ‘cry’ is the triumphant
‘It is finished’ of John :, or a further cry of agony like that in v. ,
but the use of the verb krazo- (‘cry’) may be a further reminiscence of
Psalm , where this verb occurs in the LXX of vv. , , .

The time of Jesus’ death was presumably still ‘about the ninth
hour’ (v. ). The events of vv. – (more fully set out in John
:–) could hardly be accomplished in much less than three
hours, and John :– makes clear what Matthew assumes, that
the burial had to be effected before sunset, when the sabbath began.

. The tearing of the curtain of the temple (probably that separat-
ing off the ‘holy of holies’, though there was also a curtain at the en-
trance to the sanctuary building from the Court of the Priests), while
perhaps physically caused by the earthquake, is surely understood as
a symbol of the opening of access to God through the death of
Jesus. The obverse of this idea is the judgment of God on the old
system of worship, and in the light of Jesus’ words about the com-
ing destruction of the temple the tearing of the curtain may also be
seen as a foreshadowing of the more drastic events to come in AD

M A T T H E W   :   ‒   

. Pace Gundry, UOT, pp. –.
. The extra words in RSV mg. are taken from John :, where the

incident occurs after Jesus’ death. They occur here in some important
Greek MSS, but are not found in the early versions and patristic citations.

. See Heb. :–; :– for the development of this symbolism. Cf.
also Eph. :–.



. From top to bottom may be added to show that this was the work
not of man but of God, ‘desecrating’ his own temple.

Apart from perhaps explaining how the curtain came to be torn,
the earthquake is presented as the means by which the tombs were
opened. In the Old Testament an earthquake is a symbol of God’s
mighty acts (e.g. Judg. :; Ps. :–), especially in judgment (e.g.
Joel :; Nah. :–; see further, Senior, pp. –).

–. The extraordinary sequel to the earthquake (all the more
extraordinary in that there is no record of such an event outside
Matthew) is presumably also to be seen as symbolic. Jewish theo-
logy had developed from such passages as Isaiah : and Daniel
: a belief in a bodily resurrection in the last days (Ezek. :–
was interpreted of that eschatological resurrection, and the words
used here suggest that Matthew had that passage particularly in
mind), and John :– records Jesus as teaching that ‘the hour is
coming, and now is’ when this hope would be fulfilled through his
agency. This account therefore presents that belief in concrete
form, apparently as the result of Jesus’ death. After his resurrection,
however, unless it represents an unexplained delay of two days be-
tween the rising of the saints and their arrival in the holy city, perhaps
suggests that Matthew has not recorded these events in strict
‘chronological’ order, and that the rising of the saints is seen as the
sequel not so much to Jesus’ death as to his resurrection, thus reflect-
ing the view ‘that Jesus’ resurrection was the beginning of the gen-
eral resurrection at the end of time’ (Dunn, p. ), a view picked
up in e.g.  Corinthians :ff. The saints are presumably the
people of God in the Old Testament, those who according to
Hebrews  all died ‘in faith’ looking forward to resurrection to a
better life (Heb. :–, , –); through Jesus that hope now
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. Is there a confused memory of this event in the Rabbinic tradition that
‘during the last forty years before the destruction of the temple the
doors of the sanctuary would open by themselves’ (Yoma b)?

. For the incidence of earthquakes in the Jerusalem area, see D. Baly, The
Geography of the Bible ( ed.), p. ; also ISBE, II, pp. –.

. The phrase could apply in the Greek only to their ‘appearing’, but more
likely, as in RSV, refers to their ‘coming out’.



comes to fruition. The theological significance of this event is
therefore important for Matthew’s analysis of the meaning of
Christ’s death; its character as ‘sober history’ (i.e. what a cine-
camera might have recorded) can only be, in the absence of
corroborative evidence, a matter of faith, not of objective demon-
stration. It was, in any case, a unique occurrence and is not to be
judged by the canons of ‘normal’ experience.

. Verses – (cf. also v. ) have presented a breathless series
of events, natural and supernatural, which build up to a powerful
demonstration of the profound significance of Jesus’ death (and res-
urrection). We now read of the effect of this demonstration of div-
ine displeasure on the pagan soldiers at the cross. Mark mentions
only the centurion; Matthew’s inclusion of those who were with him pro-
vides a confessing group to balance the mocking group of vv. –
, ; and the fact that this second group, unlike the first, is made
up of Gentiles points forward to the disciples drawn from all nations
(:) who will replace the unbelieving ‘sons of the kingdom’
(:–; :; etc.). To be filled with awe (cf. :) is a proper reac-
tion to the manifestation of God’s power (cf. ‘afraid’ in :; : –
the same verb), and the confession ‘Truly this was the Son of God! ’
closely echoes the disciples’ reaction in :, again in a context of
fear in face of divine power. See the discussion on :; here it is
even more questionable how much Christian theological content
should be read into the phrase from the point of view of those who
uttered it (especially as it is expressed in a more ‘secular’ way in Luke
:), but undoubtedly Matthew intends us to see in this confession
the true interpretation of what has taken place. The title Son of God,
which had been used in mockery in vv. , , is thus restored to its
proper place.

–. The story of Jesus’ death is rounded off by a mention of
those who witnessed it. At the same time these verses lead into the
next section, for the reappearance of the same people in : and
:, as witnesses also of his burial and of his resurrection, assures
us that there was no possibility of mistake as to the reality of the
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. The question is usefully discussed by D. Wenham in TynB  (),
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death of the one who subsequently rose from death. Luke :–
mentions the group of women, including Mary of Magdala, who had
looked after the disciple group in Galilee; they were therefore long-
standing members of Jesus’ entourage. Mary the mother of James and
Joseph could be a description of Jesus’ mother (see : for his
brothers’ names), but ‘the other Mary’ (:; :) seems an unlikely
way to refer to Jesus’ mother; moreover, Mark : specifies that
her son was ‘James the less’, which suggests a member of the dis-
ciple group (thus distinguished from James son of Zebedee) rather
than Jesus’ brother who was probably not yet a disciple, but subse-
quently became the leader of the Jerusalem church.

D. The burial and resurrection of Jesus (: – :)

The remaining part of the Gospel falls into a balanced structure of
great dramatic power, in which the account of the resurrection is the
focal point:

:– Jesus dead and buried
:– Setting of the guard

:– The empty tomb and the risen Lord
:– Report of the guard

:– Jesus alive and sovereign.

i. Jesus dead and buried (:–)
This little section emphasizes two things: first, that Jesus was truly
dead, and secondly that, contrary to custom, he was given a decent
and reverent burial. The Romans did not normally bury a crucified
body, but simply threw it out on the ground. Jewish piety forbade
this, but executed criminals were buried in a public plot, without
honour, and were not allowed to be placed in their family tombs
(Daube, pp. –). Joseph’s action, therefore, while not against
Jewish law, was exceptional and extravagant.

. Mark and John make it clear that this took place before sun-
set, when the sabbath began; Deuteronomy :– required a
hanged man to be buried before dark (cf. Josephus, BJ iv. , for the
same scruple specifically with regard to crucified bodies). We learn
from the other Gospels that Joseph was a member of the Sanhedrin
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(Mark) who had opposed the plot against Jesus (Luke) and was in
fact a secret disciple (John). That he was rich would explain his own-
ing an unused tomb just outside the capital (it is only Matthew who
tells us that it was his own tomb, v. ); but perhaps Matthew men-
tions the fact also because it recalls Isaiah :, ‘they made his grave
… with a rich man’.

–. The request to Pilate was not unusual – it was the Jewish
leaders who might have objected to Joseph’s thus ‘breaking ranks’.
Rock-cut tombs of around the same period may still be seen in the
area around Jerusalem (including some actually within the Church
of the Holy Sepulchre), often containing more than one chamber,
with niches in the sides for several bodies, the whole entered by a low
‘doorway’ with a trough outside along which a great stone is rolled to
seal the entrance against animals and grave-robbers. A new tomb
is not so much one recently completed, as one so far unused, i.e. with
none of its niches occupied. In mentioning this, and the clean shroud
(again only in Matthew), Matthew emphasizes the care and reverence
of Joseph’s treatment of the body. The extremely expensive spices
mentioned in John :– are further evidence of his extravagant
loyalty. For the women’s watch, see on vv. –.

ii. The setting of the guard (:–)
The guard, so important in Matthew’s account of the resurrection,
are not mentioned in the other Gospels. His reason for mentioning
them is presumably that a story about the disciples stealing Jesus’
body was being used to discredit Christian claims; Justin says that
such stories were still being actively disseminated in the middle of
the second century (Dial. ). The fact of such propaganda in it-
self indicates that it could not be denied that the tomb was empty;
what was questioned was how it came to be empty.

On the historicity of Matthew’s story, see further, on :–.
. Matthew’s clumsy phrase means simply ‘on the Sabbath’.

Such a deputation to Pilate and sealing of the tomb on a festival sab-
bath was surely not compatible with scribal understanding of the law,
but Matthew’s avoidance of the word ‘Sabbath’ is strange, for one
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might have expected him rather to draw attention to this breach of the
law by the chief priests and the Pharisees. Perhaps he uses this odd ex-
pression (based on the phrase in Mark :, which Matthew omitted
in his v. ), because the important day for him was not the sabbath,
but the day Jesus died, the day of Preparation. Notice the reappearance
of the Pharisees (see on :), in order to emphasize that the two op-
posing wings of the Sanhedrin are still united in their fear of Jesus’ in-
fluence, to the extent of contravening their own sabbath regulations.

–. Impostor and fraud are related words in Greek. It is the same
charge which Jesus levelled against false prophets in :, , , 
(‘lead astray’); his opponents see him in the same light, but the facts
will prove them wrong. The prediction referred to may be that of
:, as that is the only public mention of the three days Matthew has
recorded. But no doubt Judas or some other informer could have
briefed them on Jesus’ more explicit private statements (:;
:–; :–). The first fraud would be Jesus’ Messianic claim,
the last a faked ‘resurrection’ to support it.

–. You have a guard would be permission to use their own (Jew-
ish) temple guards for the purpose. Take a guard (RSV mg., an equally
possible translation) would suggest that Pilate gave them a detachment
of his (non-Jewish) auxiliary troops. : shows that they were an-
swerable to Pilate, and it is unlikely that the Jews would have needed
Pilate’s permission at all to deploy their own police; moreover, the word
for guard is (uniquely in the New Testament) a transliteration of the
Latin word custodia. It is therefore more likely that it was Pilate’s
troops who were used; the Jewish leaders are going for maximum se-
curity. Pilate by this time must have been thoroughly tired of the whole
business, hence perhaps his surprisingly ready (or resigned?) compli-
ance with the leaders he had previously tried to thwart.

iii. The empty tomb and the risen Lord (:–)
The New Testament nowhere describes Jesus’ resurrection. All we
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. The word planos (‘impostor’) points forward to the charge frequently
levelled against Jesus in later Jewish polemic, as found in the Talmud,
that he was a mesith, one who entices others into idolatry or apostasy.

. For an early example of such a description, see the second-century



are given is an account of its effects, from two points of view: the
tomb was found to be empty, and the disciples met the risen Lord.
This central paragraph of Matthew’s concluding section includes
both these lines of ‘evidence’ (hence the title given above), while the
succeeding paragraphs will take both further, the empty tomb in vv.
– and the risen Lord in vv. –. In all of this there is no doubt
an element of Christian apologetic, aiming to supply evidence to sup-
port the Christian claim of Jesus’ resurrection. But the emphasis
throughout (except in the story of the guard) is not on factual
proof for the non-Christian world, but on the impact of the in-
credible truth on Jesus’ bewildered and exhilarated followers, on their
fear and joy, doubt and assurance. It is with the restoration of their
broken relationship with him, with all that this implies for their con-
tinuing mission, that Matthew will conclude his book.

The difficulty of harmonizing all the details of the Gospel ac-
counts of both the empty tomb and the resurrection appearance is
notorious. A lack of precise agreement in independent accounts of
such a bewildering series of events is hardly surprising. How far
Matthew’s account is independent of that of Mark is much debated.
His verses  and – are broadly similar to Mark, but he omits some
of Mark’s detail (particularly the intended anointing and the discus-
sion about the stone), and has included in vv. – a much more ex-
plicitly ‘supernatural’ account of the ‘angel of the Lord’ who appar-
ently corresponds to the ‘young man’ of Mark :. Whether vv. –
represent a tradition unknown to Mark depends on the still
unresolved question of whether Mark’s Gospel originally ended at
:.

. The wording of RSV points clearly to the period about dawn on
the Sunday. The first phrase, opse … sabbato-n, more naturally means

M A T T H E W   :   ‒   :   

‘Gospel of Peter’; the contrast with the sobriety of the New Testament
accounts is remarkable.

. For a recent painstaking attempt to do so, see J. W. Wenham, Easter
Enigma ().

. For a full discussion of the possibility of an independent tradition
underlying Matthew’s differences from Mark, see D. Wenham, TynB 
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‘late on the Sabbath’, while the verb epipho-sko-, translated towards the
dawn, is used in Luke : for the ‘beginning’ of a Jewish day in the
evening. On this basis Black (pp. –) argues that Matthew is
speaking of the Saturday evening. This would be at odds with all the
other Gospels, which locate the women’s arrival at or just before
dawn. But elsewhere epipho-sko- refers to dawn, and there are clear par-
allels for opse used to mean ‘after’ as in RSV (see BAGD, p. b), so
that the RSV translation seems preferable. Mark’s ‘very early …
when the sun had risen’ is quite unambiguous, and it is hard to
understand why Matthew should have wanted to alter such a clear
tradition. To see the sepulchre is a rather colourless motive compared
with that indicated in Mark :–, particularly as they have already
‘seen’ it in :, but Matthew’s interest is not in the women’s in-
tention, but in their unexpected experience. It has often been re-
marked that the role of women as the first witnesses both of the
empty tomb and of the risen Lord can hardly be an apologetic fic-
tion, as women were not accepted as witnesses in Jewish society.

. For the earthquake, cf. on :. There it served to open the
graves of the ‘saints’; here it is presumably the means by which the
stone is moved. The angel of the Lord now appears for the first time
since the two opening chapters of the Gospel (see on :). There
he was the mouthpiece for God’s messages of explanation and of
instruction to Joseph and the Magi. Here too he comes to explain
and to instruct in vv. –. There is no suggestion that the opening
of the tomb is necessary to allow the risen Christ to come out; in-
deed in v.  it is clear that he has already risen. The women are called
not to see him rising (it is this motif which is added by the ‘Gospel
of Peter’), but to see that he has risen; the opening of the tomb is
thus for their benefit, not for his.

–. The description of the angel echoes Daniel : (‘his face like
the appearance of lightning’), and the vision of God himself in Daniel
: (‘raiment white as snow’ ). For the reaction of the guards, compare
again Daniel :–, and the response in Revelation : to a vision
which was also described in terms partly drawn from Daniel :–.
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So the ‘angel of the Lord’ is seen here, as often in the Old Testament,
as more than a mere ‘messenger’; the description is not far from that
of a theophany. He comes with all the majesty of God, and mortals
cannot stand before him (hence also the women’s fear in vv. , ).

–. The guards are ignored for the rest of the paragraph; the an-
gel’s message is only for the women. The invitation to see the place where
he lay is appropriately addressed to the same people who had watched
the body being deposited (:–) – so there is no possibility of
mistake; the one who has risen is the same Jesus who was crucified. This
was as he said, for Matthew has recorded several explicit predictions
of the resurrection (:; :; :, and implicitly :). But the
one the angel refers to specifically is :, ‘After I am raised up, I
will go before you to Galilee’, a prediction which is about to be fulfilled
in vv. –. There you will see him confirms our conclusion on :,
that proago- in this context means ‘to go on ahead’ rather than ‘to lead’.
The disciples (unlike the women, vv. –) must wait until Galilee to
see the risen Jesus.

The emphasis on Galilee in vv. , , , making it the place where
the whole story ends in a triumphant climax, is the culmination of
Matthew’s tendency throughout to emphasize Galilee as the
place where light dawns (:–), as opposed to Jerusalem, the city
where Jesus meets rejection and death, and over which he can only
lament as he predicts its violent fate (:–). It is often suggested
that this ‘bias’ of Matthew (and Mark) accounts for the fact that he
records no appearances of the risen Jesus to the disciples in
Jerusalem, whereas Luke and John focus them there (though John
 adds a subsequent Galilean appearance). On this see Stonehouse
(ch. VI); he argues that Matthew’s account, besides explicitly record-
ing an appearance to the women in Jerusalem, does not exclude Jesus’
appearing to the eleven in Jerusalem prior to the Galilee episode of
vv. –.

. The addition of joy to the fear which Mark mentions already be-
gins to prepare for the exultant climax to come in vv. –. The
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mixed emotion is surely the natural result of what has gone before.
To tell suggests that, as Luke :– records, they did pass on the
message immediately. The contrast with Mark’s ‘They said nothing
to anyone’ is striking, but Mark can hardly have meant this to be
understood as more than a temporary silence, unless he wanted to
depict the women as disobedient to the command in his v. . In the
absence of knowledge of what, if anything, originally followed
Mark :, we cannot be sure how to interpret their silence.

–. No appearance of Jesus to the women outside the tomb is
mentioned by Luke, and Luke :– seems to leave no place for
it. Moreover Luke : seems to suggest that the first appearance
was to Peter, and  Corinthians : indicates the same, if Paul’s list
is meant to be chronological. But in view of the invalidity of women
as witnesses, it is hardly to be expected that Paul’s all – male list
should include them. John :–, like Matthew, also records the
first appearance as experienced by Mary of Magdala (who strangely
speaks in the plural in v. , and so may not have been alone), and two
striking coincidences (touching Jesus, and the message to Jesus’
‘brothers’) suggest that the same incident may lie behind these
verses. In that case Matthew here records an event which Luke
omitted, perhaps because he was more concerned with the testimony
of the twelve than with that of women.

Dunn (pp. –) suggests that some of the ambiguity in the
resurrection accounts with regard to the role of the ‘young man’, the
angel(s) and the risen Lord may be due to the fact that the women,
in their ‘muddled state of fear and joy’, were themselves not quite
sure whom or what they had seen. ‘They came to recognize the vi-
sion as an appearance of Jesus (perhaps on the basis of Peter’s ex-
perience), but their account of it was so confused and confusing that
it was not taken seriously by the other disciples. Some ignored it,
since the testimony of women did not count anyway; some inter-
preted it as “a vision of angels”; some accepted it as a genuine ap-
pearance of the risen Lord.’

‘Hail! ’ represents the normal Greek greeting, an almost homely
‘Hello!’, in contrast with the fearsome appearance of the angel.
Their worship (see on :; :; etc.) and taking hold of his feet is an ap-
propriate response of glad and reverent homage, and the physical
contact (the occurrence of which perhaps explains John :, ‘Do
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not hold me’) is not emphasized in such a way as might suggest that
Matthew included it as a deliberate attack on ‘docetic’ ideas of the
resurrection (cf. Luke :–). Even if not so designed, however,
it forms an interesting incidental confirmation of the physical real-
ity of the risen Jesus.

Jesus’ words do not simply repeat those of the angel. In addition
to the not inconsiderable fact that this time it is Jesus himself who
confirms his former promise, v.  adds a specific command to go to
Galilee, and most remarkably designates the disciples as my brethren,
a term which in the light of its use in :– and : must surely
mean the disciples rather than the ‘brothers’ of :; :. For the
extent of this group, see below, on :.

iv. The report of the guard (:–)
Between the Galilee pointers of vv. ,  and the Galilee climax of
vv. – comes the final scene of the Gospel in the city, Jerusalem.
In contrast with the joy, hope and triumph of the risen Jesus and his
disciples in Galilee, we see the fear and the sordid deceit of Jesus’
priestly opponents in Jerusalem, the city of darkness (see above, on
vv. –). Thus the tables are turned, and those who predicted deceit
on the part of Jesus’ disciples (:–) finish up perpetrating de-
ceit themselves in their futile attempt to thwart his triumph.

On the various arguments against the historicity of Matthew’s
whole account of the guard, see D. Wenham, art.cit., pp. –, –
. A purely fictional story could hardly be expected to have any
apologetic value so long after the event that no-one was able to deny
it from first-hand knowledge. If the Gospel was written within not
much more than a generation of the events (see above, pp. –),
such a story about both the Jewish and Roman authorities could
hardly be expected to be believed if it were not based on fact. It
should be noted that the guards are not presented as witnesses of
the resurrection as such (contrast the ‘Gospel of Peter’), but as wit-
nesses that the tomb was empty.

Indirect confirmation of the story of the guard has been claimed
in the imperial edict against tomb-robbing reputedly found at
Nazareth (see Bruce, pp. –). At the least this inscription con-
firms that the story concocted in v.  would have rung true in first-
century Palestine: people did remove bodies from tombs.
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. While the soldiers were ultimately responsible to Pilate, the
mission to which they had been assigned was initiated by the chief
priests, and was of interest to them rather than to Pilate; hence the
report back in the first instance to them.

–. The story suggested by the chief priests was not only dis-
creditable to the soldiers, but also dangerous, in that sleeping on
guard duty was a serious offence, perhaps punishable by death. To
persuade them to spread such a story would need a substantial sum
(the Greek is literally ‘sufficient money’ – it would need to be large!).
But they may have been the more easily persuaded by the consider-
ation that, even without the story of their sleep, their watch had been
a failure. Either way they could expect little mercy from Pilate. The
improbability of their all sleeping through a tomb-robbing undis-
turbed, or of their in that case knowing what had happened while
they were asleep, is not likely to have occurred to the priests – such
improbability was in any case preferable to the truth!

–. There was good reason to hope the governor would not hear
of their failure – it was after all essentially a Jewish concern. But if
the cover-up failed, the priests knew their man well enough to ex-
pect to be able to satisfy him with a bribe. For the subsequent spread
of this story, see above, p. .

v. Jesus alive and sovereign (:–)
For the relation to :–, see above, p. . It is the striking con-
trast between these two balancing pericopes which is the measure of
the significance of the event of vv. – around which they are struc-
tured. The ‘defeat’ of Golgotha is transformed into the triumph of
Galilee, and on that transformation the church’s mission is based ‘to
the close of the age’. These verses thus magnificently conclude the
final section which began in :; but they also bring the whole
Gospel to a dynamic conclusion, which is in fact more a beginning
than an end.

Two echoes of the opening chapters serve to round off the
framework of the whole Gospel. First, v.  presents Jesus as the
universal sovereign. In :– he was presented as the successor to

 M A T T H E W

. See Philo, Legatio ad Gaium , for Pilate’s known venality.



royal dignity, and :– portrayed him as the true ‘king of the Jews’.
So in due course he entered Jerusalem as her king (:–), but it is
this very claim which has brought him to the cross, where it was
mockingly displayed (:). But now the promise of chs.  –  is
proved true after all, and on a far wider scale than a merely Jewish
kingship, in ‘the enthronement of the Son of Man’ (Davies, p. ),
whose rule is over ‘all nations’ (v. ), indeed over both heaven and
earth (v. ). Secondly, and still more wonderfully, : presented
Jesus the baby under the name ‘God with us’; now in the final verse
Jesus the risen Lord confirms the promise, ‘I am with you always.’

Luke, John and Paul ( Cor. :–) record other appearances of
the risen Jesus. Of these only that of John :– is explicitly lo-
cated in Galilee, and none can certainly be identified with this inci-
dent (see further on v. ), though it is always possible to conjecture
that it was recorded in a lost ending of Mark. It is therefore impos-
sible to be sure how it fits into the total picture. Presumably the
eleven subsequently returned to Jerusalem before the ascension
and the coming of the Spirit at Pentecost (Acts  – ). But in the plan
of Matthew‘s Gospel this scene functions like those events, as Jesus’
farewell and commissioning of his disciples for their mission. B. J.
Hubbard suggests that the whole scene is modelled on Old Tes-
tament stories of the commissioning of God’s servants (Abraham,
Isaac, Jacob, Moses, Joshua, Gideon, Samuel and the prophets);
even if the literary parallels are far from exact, it is certainly true that
both the disciples’ reactions to Jesus’ appearing and the words he
speaks recall the awesome experience of those who met with God,
and were sent out as his messengers with the assurance of his pres-
ence with them.

. After Matthew’s emphasis on the fate of Judas (:–) it is
appropriate that he now describes the ‘inner circle’ as the eleven dis-
ciples. Such a specific identification surely renders very unlikely the
contention of Stonehouse (pp. –; see above, on v. ) that a
larger group were present, a contention suggested partly by the
term ‘brethren’ in v. , and partly by the desire not to identify the
‘doubters’ of v.  with some of the eleven. On the basis of this
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supposition it has been further suggested that this is the appearance
‘to more than five hundred brethren at one time’ ( Cor. :). But
if this is so, Matthew was either misinformed or has gone out of his
way to disguise the size of the group involved. To accept that only
the eleven were present does not, of course, require us to believe that
the commission and the promise of vv. – applied only to them;
here, as often, they represent the whole body of Jesus’ ‘brethren’. For
the mountain, see on :; here again it is not a specified place, but the
general scene of his teaching ministry in Galilee, to which Jesus had
directed them in :; :. So the wider mission is launched where the
original mission began, and the continuity of the disciples’ teaching
with that of their Master is emphasized. At the same time, as in :–
; :ff., the mountain may be intended to remind us of Jesus’ role as
the new Moses, the giver of new commandments (v. ), even though
what follows will reveal a far higher authority (see Davies, pp. –).

. The mention of Jesus’ ‘coming’ in v.  may suggest that at
first they saw him at a distance, as in John :–, where it was at first
difficult to be sure that it was Jesus. This may partly account for the
strangely mixed attitude of the eleven. When they recognized him,
it was natural that they worshipped him, but the whole experience was
so mysterious and overwhelming that some doubted. This famous
phrase should not be taken as implying that some of the eleven ul-
timately refused to believe, but that some (like Thomas in John
:–) took longer to accept the reality of the resurrection than
others. The verb distazo- does not denote a settled unbelief, but a state
of uncertainty and hesitation (cf. :, its only other use in the New
Testament). The disciples have often been rebuked for their ‘little
faith’ (cf. on :; it is combined with the verb ‘to doubt’ in :),
and it is hardly surprising that such an extraordinary event as the
resurrection found them ‘in two minds’. ‘The same mysterious
chiaroscuro surrounds the earliest accounts of the reactions of the wit-
nesses: now they fail to recognize the Risen One, now the heavenly
brightness blinds them, now they believe that they have seen a
ghost. Fear and trembling, anxiety, uncertainty and doubt struggle
with joy and worship.’ Dunn sees Matthew’s mention of this doubt
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as ‘a genuine historical echo’ – those who were there would never
have forgotten the conflicting emotions and beliefs in that unique
experience. (Was their ‘hesitation’ also increased by the fear that they
might not receive a very friendly reception from the one they had re-
cently abandoned and denied?)

. In response to their ‘hesitation’ Jesus came and spoke to
them in reassurance (just as he did in :, the only other place where
Matthew uses the verb ‘come’ of Jesus). His ringing declaration,
magnificent enough in itself, is given deeper meaning by the recog-
nition that the words were based on Daniel :, the passage which
Jesus has quoted in : as about to be fulfilled ‘from now on’; then
it was still future – now it has happened. (See on : for Jesus’ use
elsewhere of Dan. :–.) This ‘ingressive aorist’ (has been given)
thus indicates ‘that the prophecy that the Son of Man would be en-
throned as ruler of the world was fulfilled in the resurrection’
(Jeremias, NTT, p. ). Of course Jesus already had authority dur-
ing his earthly ministry (see e.g. :; :, ; :; :ff.). But now
he has all authority, and that word all will be repeated insistently in
vv.  (‘all nations’) and  (‘all things’, ‘always’). In :– Satan
offered him ‘all the kingdoms of the world and the glory of them;
now, by the way of suffering obedience, he has received far more
than Satan could offer, all authority in heaven and on earth.

. Jesus’ universal Lordship now demands a universal mission.
The restriction of the disciples’ mission to Israel alone in :– can
now be lifted, for the kingdom of the Son of man as described in
Daniel : requires disciples of all nations. Ethne- (‘nations’) is the
regular Greek term for Gentiles, and it has been argued that this
command therefore actually excludes the Jews from the scope of the
disciples’ mission. But to send the disciples to ‘the Gentiles’ is
merely to extend the range of their mission, and need not imply a ces-
sation of the mission to Israel which has already been commanded,
and can now be taken for granted. Moreover, the phrase panta ta ethne-

(‘all nations’) has been used previously in :, ; : in contexts
which probably all include Israel in ‘the nations’. And surely there
can be no suggestion in Daniel : of the exclusion of Israel from
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the dominion of the Son of man, who himself represents Israel.

This then is the culmination of the theme we have noted through-
out the Gospel, the calling of a people of God far wider than that
of the Old Testament, in which membership is based not on race but
on a relationship with God through his Messiah (see above, on :;
:–; :; :–, –; :–; :, ; :). The de-
scription of the mission in terms of making disciples emphasizes this
personal allegiance. It is sometimes argued that if Jesus had spoken
so clearly, his followers could not have been so hesitant about the ad-
mission of Gentile believers as we see them in Acts, but it is worth
noting (a) that Luke sees no inconsistency between an equally clear
command (Luke :; Acts :) and the later hesitations, and (b) that
in fact the debates in the post-Easter church were not so much over
whether Gentiles should be admitted as over the conditions of their ad-
mission (circumcision, keeping the food-laws, etc.).

Baptizing and ‘teaching’ (v. ) are participles dependent on the
main verb, make disciples; they further specify what is involved in dis-
cipleship. Baptizing has been mentioned in this Gospel only as the ac-
tivity of John, though the Gospel of John makes it clear that it was
a characteristic also of Jesus’ ministry at least in the early days while
John was still active (John :–; :–). It was against the back-
ground of John’s practice that it would be understood, as an act of
repentance and of identification with the purified and prepared
people of God (see on :, , ). But while John’s baptism was only
a preparatory one (:), Jesus now institutes one with a fuller
meaning. It is a commitment to (in the name is literally ‘into the name’,
implying entrance into an allegiance) the Father, the Son and the Holy
Spirit (all three of whom, interestingly, were involved in the event of
Jesus’ own baptism, :–). Jesus thus takes his place along with
his Father and the Spirit as the object of worship and of the dis-
ciple’s commitment. The experience of God in these three Persons
is the essential basis of discipleship. At the same time the singular
noun name (not ‘names’) underlines the unity of the three Persons.

Baptism was in fact performed in New Testament times, as far as
our records go, in the name of Jesus, which is surprising if Jesus had
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laid down an explicit trinitarian formula before his ascension. An ex-
planation for this may be found in the argument that these words,
which later came to be used as a liturgical formula, were not ori-
ginally so intended and used. They were rather ‘a description of what
baptism accomplished’ (AB, pp. –). Or it may be that
Matthew is summarizing, in the more explicit and formal language
of the church in which he wrote, the gist of what Jesus had taught
about the God his disciples were to worship, teaching which had
clearly associated himself and the Spirit with the Father, even if not
in a set formula. It has been argued that these words were not part
of the original text of Matthew, since Eusebius regularly in his pre-
Nicene works quotes Matthew : in the shorter form ‘Go and
make disciples of all nations in my name’, but the fact that no ex-
tant manuscript of Matthew has this reading suggests that this was
rather Eusebius’ own abbreviation than a text he found in existing
manuscripts.

. Hitherto Jesus alone has been the teacher, and the verb has not
been used by Matthew of his disciples’ ministry. Now they take over
his role of teaching, which is the necessary application of his ‘au-
thority’ (v. ); see Davies, pp. –. They are to teach not just
abstract ideas, but to observe all that I have commanded you, the latter verb
being from the same root as the noun for ‘commandments’ in :;
:; etc. (and cf. the same verb in :; :). There is thus a
strongly ethical emphasis in this summary of Christian mission and
discipleship, as there has been in Jesus’ teaching throughout this
Gospel. To ‘make disciples’ is not complete unless it leads them to
a life of observing Jesus’ commandments.

The concluding promise of Jesus’ presence echoes both the im-
plication of the name Emmanuel in : and also the promise to
‘two or three gathered in my name’ in :. (The latter reference
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confirms that the promise applies to more than just the eleven, even
though only they were present; see on v. .) For the close of the age,
see above, on :. The promise of God’s presence often accom-
panied his call to service in the Old Testament (e.g. Exod. :; Josh.
:); it is not so much a cosy reassurance as a necessary equipment
for mission. That the risen Lord can now make such a promise as
God made to his people in the past brings the Gospel’s portrait of
Jesus (‘God with us’, :) to a stupendous climax.
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